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MISSION STATEMENT

Gamesauce iz for those who have already discovered the great secret about making games: it’s fun,
it’s cool and you get paid to do it. In publizhing this magazine, we make the following promises:
Gamesavuce willbe fun and cool—just like making games.

We will give you a 30,000-foot view of the gaming industry so that you can see as clearly where

it’s going as vyou can where it’s been,
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We will give you the good, the bad, and the ugly of the game industry, leaving you free to form and

EXpPress your own opinions.

We willnot merely be interesting; we will be provocative, We will not shy away from asking the
awkward question or printing the controversial answer.,

We willnot spend our pages giving away source code for particle systems, but we will give you the
history of them, Or we would if that wasn’t quite so boring.

We willnever take ourselves too seriously, Seriously.

Pleasze, keep your bathroom vigits down to one article at a time. Other people have gotta go you know?

-Jake Simpson, editor in chief, editor@gamesauce.org
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LETTER FROM

THE PUBLISHER

fyou've spent any time in the
Pacific Northwest whatsoever,

you totally get the phrase “can’t
see the forest for the trees.”

In a place like that, in fact, sometimes you

almost can't see the trees for the trees—or so

it seems.

| bring this up because when you're as busy as we all
are, with so much going on around us, it's easy to lose
sight of the bigger picture. You get so preoccupied with
the screwed up economy, squabbles between publishers
and developers, indie opportunities and freelance op-
portunities and start-up opportunities and the half dozen
cool ideas that you never have time to get to that you
forget—forget—that you make games for a living—and that
is freaking awesome.

Because, of course, you could be programming banking
software instead. Or creating line drawings for instruc-
tional manuals. (Unless, of course, you were making line
drawings for Fight Club-style airline emergency cards
which would also be freaking awesome—but | digress.) But
you're not. You're making games, which makes you one of
the lucky ones.

If you were making movies, that would be pretty cool
too, but movies are passive cool. They're effortless, arm's-
length entertainment. Games, by contrast, are active, im-
mersive, addictive. We create the settings, define the rules
that govern whole universes, and then turn people loose in
them. Our imaginary worlds become part of some people's
realities. That's a powerful position to be in. It takes cool to
a whole new level.

Which brings me, finally, to Gamesauce.

This issue of Gamesauce is intended to get you to stop
doing for a few minutes so that you might spend a little
time thinking. Thinking about your place and your purpose
and your passion. Thinking about your various opportuni-
ties to make a lasting impact on others. Thinking about

some bigger questions than Where are
we going for lunch today?

Questions like these:

> How can | make my job, my team, my studio better?
How can | make all my other developer friends wish
they worked here? | recently ran into an old boss who
thanked me for “being nice when | needed it most.”
What will your co-workers say about you ten years
from now?

> What can | do to create positive change in the indus-
try? Is there some way that | can make a difference
for all of us? Am | going to continue to whine about
the crap | don't like or am | willing to do something to
make things better?

> |sthere a way | can use this freaking awesome job to
influence the broader social conversation? Or for that
matter, what can | put into my next game that will
somehow change the world-view of the people who
play it? While I'm not suggesting we all start making
games about peace, love, and flowers (please), | do
think it's possible to make someone think critically
about an important issue or at least to be nicer to
their mothers. That would be cool too, wouldn't it?

So there you have it. We deliver to you a magazine that
we think is entertaining and all the while our not-so-secret
purpose is to make you want to change the world. Or
something like that. That may be a bigger forest than you
ever thought was out there, but we figured if we were go-
ing to kill a few trees printing this thing we had better give
you a clearer perspective in doing so.

So read. Enjoy. And then after you've pondered a little,

gmiw\

Jessica Tams, publisher

let us know what you think.
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B POSTCARDS FROM A STUDIO

Ready at Dawn

ostcards From a Studio is a new regular column in Gamesauce,

devoted to profiling studios around the world. We hope to
show you some of what makes them tick, what they consider im- am met by a large, bodybuilder-type fellow sometimes referred
portant and the style they want to project. Our first victim, tar- to as “The Arms.” More conventionally, he is known as Andrea
get, profile is Ready at Dawn Studios, located in Irvine California. Pessino, the Vice President of Technology for Ready at Dawn
Ready at Dawn is famous for providing incredibly polished game- Studios. Andrea seems genuinely uncomfortable with the title
play experiences on the PSP, notably Daxter and God of War, as (VP of Technology, that is) since he and the other principals at Ready

well as Okami on the Wii.

[;(y/j rReadyAtnawn’

NAME:
Ready At Dawn Studios

LOCATION:

Irvine, California

YEAR FOUNDED:

2003

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES:
60 (5 openings in art & design)
URL:
www.readyatdawn.com

SOFTOGRAPHY:
Daxter, God of War, Okami
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at Dawn would prefer not to have titles at all. But once the company
—Ed grew to the point where they were hiring for specialized positions, they
were obliged to give the new recruits titles in order to make it clear
what they were hired to do, and the principals found themselves with
titles in the process. As Andrea puts it, “I basically just go do technology stuff where I need to,
rather than get wound up over titles. It’s there but it doesn’t mean anything.”

He shows me around a relatively normal studio: cubes in the middle, offices around the
edge, toys and posters creating a sense of individuality in each assigned space. I also notice that
all of the walls—which you would normally expect to be covered in concept art—have little
black curtains over them, almost all of which are closed. Whether it’s because they are hiding
art or because there is nothing under there, I cannot tell (which is probably the point). In any
case, there is apparently enough confidential work going on that they are careful to escort me
away from certain areas lest I see something I’'m not supposed to. (I'm terribly disappointed,
on a personal level, but at the same time gratified to see people taking their confidentiality
agreements seriously.)

I'am introduced to Didier Malefant, CEO of Ready at Dawn. Didier has an easy way
about him that invites casual conversation, but at the same time it’s clear he’s not interested
in mundane BS. I also meet Ru Weerasuriya, the Creative Director at Ready at Dawn. After I
spend two minutes in Ru’s office, his function is obvious. There are Blizzard-based toys here
and there, games all over his shelves, and a large Wacom tablet on his desk. This is clearly the
domain of a contributing art and creative director.

“We had something to say. Still do in fact. It wasn't dissatisfaction
with where we were working—far from it. We just felt we had
a way of doing things that would result in quality. When you
are owned by someone else, you just don't get the opportunity to
be your own boss."

I notice the furniture and how nicely laid out it is, and Ru mentions that they literally just
had this installed. “After six years, we felt it was probably time to just get some real furniture
in our offices.” Ru and Andrea go on a riff about how different it is from when it was just six
guys in an apartment trying to start a business.




We go to a conference room where we
get straight to the point of my visit. My first
question: “Why did you guys start Ready at
Dawn?”

Andrea sits back and reflects. “We had
something to say,” he says. “Still do in fact.
It wasn’t dissatisfaction with where we were
working—far from it. We just felt we had
a way of doing things that would result in
quality. We even got the blessing of those
with whom we were working before. We just
wanted to do things our own way. When you
are owned by someone else, you just don’t
get the opportunity to be your own boss.
We aren’t there yet in terms of doing our
masterpiece, but we are getting there.”

Ready at Dawn deliberately
keeps the company small

so that everyone knows
everyone else, everyone gets
input, and they can maintain
as much transparency as
they can humanly manage.

“We deliberately started small,” he con-
tinues, “working on smaller-scope projects
to keep from getting out of our depth. Plus,
we were just majorly excited about the PSP
and what it could mean.” Then he adds: “We
don’t have an exit strategy either. So many
startups are about people making three or
four games, taking the best offer for their
studio, and getting out as soon as possible.
We deliberately are not going that route. We
think we have many games inside of us with

Real furniture is just one
of the differences from
when it was just six
guys in an apartment.

this team and just want to keep doing it and having fun. On the flip side though, the moment
it’s not fun anymore is when we give it up.”

Andrea explains that they deliberately keep the company small (they currently have about
60 employees) so that everyone knows everyone else, everyone gets input, and they can
maintain as much transparency (down to publisher negotiations) as they can humanly manage.
They also stick to one project at a time so that everyone is focused on the same thing.

I have to ask: “How does that scale? What happens when you bit 120 people, or two teams?”

Andrea just shrugs. “Well, if it doesn’t work at that scale,” he says, “then we’ll slim down
once again to 60 people.” There is no hesitation, no question about it. The impression is that
they have a way of working that works for them—and they don’t want to mess with that equa-
tion by growing too fast (or, indeed, #¢ 4/l if it means losing that formula). Andrea makes the
point that they’ve already been offered large contracts but walked away because they would
have required Ready at Dawn to expand too fast.

“So what is the root philosophy of the studio?”

Andrea is matter-of-fact: “No Bullshit. If you have a problem with people being honest
with you, or you don’t have a thick skin, then Ready at Dawn isn’t the place for you. We have to
be honest and not dance around issues in order for the quality to be there.” Which leads him
to the other part of their philosophy: “Quality is job one. We have no hesitation about holding
something back if it’s not up to the quality bar. One of our employees has a great quote: ‘Once
the game is on the shelf the only thing you
can do is make excuses’—and we just don’t
want to. Luckily we’ve had great publishing
partners who believe in the same things
we do.”

The other core principle on which
Ready at Dawn is based can be found on
the company website: making fun games
lots of people want to play. What isn’t
mentioned on the site is that the process
has to be fun too. Ready at Dawn has had

crunch times in the past like every-

Ready at Dawn’s first one else (Daxter is one now-infamous
game Daxter for the PSP,
was consistently ranked
inthe Top 5 PSP games
launched in 2006 with a
chart topping Metacritic
score of 85.

example), but they have learned from those experiences. They now
strive for a fun kind of crunch—where people work late because they
want to, not because they are told to—the kind of fun that reminds
you of why you are a part of the company. Will there never be crunch
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again? Andrea looks distressed. “Well, never say ‘never.” We do what is necessary to make
a great game.”

Ready at Dawn holds many social events—movies, BBQs, holiday events and so on—
doing the usual things that smaller companies do to ensure that their employees know
each other socially as well as professionally. (While I am there Andrea and Ru even make a
play-date for their children to play together.) So it isn’t at all surprising that Ready at Dawn

likes to hire people who are fully formed.

“Quality is ]Ob one. We have ho As Andrea puts it, “We don’t want one-

R R . dimensional people. We want people who do
hesitation about hOIdlng things and have hobbies in their own time.
something back if it's not up Our experience has been that the more two-

dimensional people are with outside interests,

to the quality bar. One of our

the more interesting they are as people—and

employees has a great quote: the more effectively they interact with other
. employees.” They also look for those who

1

Once the game IS on the will be lifted by the quality that is being pro-

shelf the only thing you can duced by everyone else there. “If everyone
. v else is doing great things and you aren’t,”
dois make excuses —and Andrea explains, “we want people who will
we just don't want to.” question why and then bring themselves up
to that level.”
U After question time, T go to lunch with
Ru, Didier and Andrea. Within moments,
abuse and insults are flying across the car—it’s the kind of easy-going rudeness that only
people who are comfortable with each other can hurl. And watching the banter at lunch, I
get to see that, after working together for six years, after enduring all of the stress thata
startup can throw at you, after nearly running out of time and money and closing up shop
while building Daxter

after all of that, these guys genuinely still like each other and the
work they do. And from what some of their employees tell me, that affection extends to the
rest of the team as well.

I come away from the visit feeling there is truth to the statement that a studio takes its atti-
tude from the principals. Ready at Dawn is poised for bigger and better things, and I muse how
good it is to see independent developers who know where they are going and why. "I
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BLAST FROM THE PAST B

Ensemble Figures Out How
to Go from Empires to Kings

by lan Fischer

t was early May, 1998. Nearly all of
Ensemble Studio’s employees were in
San Jose, aboard the Queen Mary. We
had just been awarded a pair of Spotlight
Awards from the Computer Game Develop-
ers’ Conference, including “Best of Show.”
The statuettes looked like miniature Klieg
lights, and someone had plugged them in on
one of our tables. Sheets and sheets of stick-
ers advertising an entertainment network
called Berzerk littered the bar. We had
taken to using them to replace the labels on
our beer bottles and, as they became more
numerous, to toasting “berzerk” and then
just randomly yelling “berzerk.” Eventu-
ally, the people who actually owned the
service approached us, cautiously, to ask
if we worked for them. By this point, we’d
received a number of awards for Age of
Empires (the game shipped in October of the
year before), but this was the first award we’d
been given formally. Officially. In a ballroom.
Surrounded by hundreds of our peers. It was
unbelievable. We’d also been informed of
our updated sales numbers, well north of a
million now, which didn’t hurt the mood any.
In a few weeks, the entire company would
be in Atlanta for E3, attending an award cer-
emony where we’d take home the Interactive
Achievement Award for Best Strategy Game
of the Year.

It was an amazing time to be part of En-
semble Studios. But even at this point, while
we were still celebrating Age of Empires, we
were already months into a new struggle—
trying to figure out how to do it again.

The man most obsessed with this, our
president Tony Goodman, wasn’t at the table
that night, drinking “Berzerk beer.” It would
be romantic to claim that he had skipped
the celebration to stay back and work, but
Ensemble wasn’t that kind of shop—Tony

wasn’t at the table because he had sneaked
into the off- limits area of the ship and
climbed up one of the Queen Mary’s smoke-
stacks.

IN THE BEGINNING

Ensemble Studios had its roots in a consult-
ing firm: Ensemble Corporation. The story
of its genesis goes something like this:

One night in 1993, Tony Goodman
was talking to Angelo Laudon, one of the
programmers at Corp. While discussing the
business, one of them (neither remembers
which) asked, “Wouldn’t it be more fun to
make games?”

Boom. That’s it. No multimedia presen-
tations, no spreadsheets, no millions in pro-
jected profits for investors, no conversations
about “market opportunities.” Just two pals
who had been thinking about how much fun
it would be to make games for a long time.

And that’s Ensemble Studios in a
nutshell, really. Everything that was good
about it, everything that was bad, every
success and failure. Right there. “Wouldn’t
it be more fun to make games?” That was
the unspoken vision for the company—take
the awesome, manic energy you get when
you have two pals working on something
they love and scale it up to 25 or 50 or 100

people.

Judging from the end results—no games
that weren’t in the million-seller club, a
franchise that has sold more than 20 million
games, a developer that stayed in business
for over a decade, a profitable acquisition by
Microsoft, exceptionally low turnover—that
vision served us incredibly well over the
years. But, effective as they may have been
in the final analysis, a lot of the principles
and practices that defined us also became

things that we struggled with. >
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| spent a lot of time playing Age of
Kings back in the day. My favorite
empire was the Chinese and their deadly
Chu-Ko-Hu unit, Most days my cowork-
ers and | would forgo food to get a quick
round in during lunch time, It was the
perfect weight loss plan for me back
then!

— Chris 5t man, Blazing Lizard
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The problem is that nothing stays still.
Once you have worked and worked and
worked, and your labor has been rewarded
with success, it’s tempting to imagine that
you have things figured out. That all you
really need to do is follow the recipe you
perfected the last time and you’ll bake the
same cake.

This is fiction.

When I think back to the making of Age
of Kings today, I can’t help but do so with
that in mind. All of my recollections have
a kind of duality to them—these are the
things that made us strong... but also made
us weak. It was during the development of
Kings that this duality started to surface—
when we first saw that some of the ingredi-
ents responsible for making Age of Empires a
delicious cake would produce very different
baked goods in the future.

What follows are six of these

“ingredients”—the founding principles of
Ensemble Studios that were vital to our
initial success and that morphed as we went
from start-up Age of Empires to follow-up Age
of Kings.

Principle 1: Full-contact Hiring

If your goal is to put together a company
that feels like pals working on something,

a good first step is to bring in people who
actually are friends. Among the earliest
members of Ensemble were Rick Goodman
(Tony’s brother), Brian Sullivan (Tony’s
boyhood pal), Bruce Shelley (who met Tony
at a University of Virginia game club when
Bruce was in grad school), Bob Wallace
(friend of Tony’s father), and John Evanson
(son of another of Tony’s father’s friends).

To achieve and preserve this culture
of friends, Ensemble required the entire
team to be involved in the decision to bring
any new member aboard. Every candidate
met with everyone in the company, usually
several times. Typically, this meant a lunch
or dinner with everyone, a few interview
sessions, and a night of playing board games.
When these were completed, there would be
a meeting to discuss the candidate and then
vote. Unanimous assent was required for
anyone to get an offer.

The intent was that everyone would own
the decision to add someone to the family.
And it worked. Nobody ever showed up on
Monday to find the new guy “management”
had hired, mysteriously in the office. Any-

one there was there because all of the others
had agreed to it.

New hires knew this too (the full team
involvement and time dedicated to hiring
was almost universally mentioned as one of
the things that impressed candidates about
the studio). On their first day, they went in
knowing that they had a vote of confidence
from all of the people they were now work-
ing alongside.

During Age of Empires, which required
growing the team over a relatively long
period of time, this approach to hiring
worked well and produced a close, unified
crew. Age of Kings had a different profile. We
needed to hire more people within a shorter
period of time. A hiring process that took
at least two full days, involved most of the
team, and included group dinners after work
caused problems as the number of candidates
piled up. Some weeks, the average employee
would have to block out six or eight hours
just for hiring.

Clearly, that was a substantial amount
of time, but we weren’t worried about any
lost productivity—we felt it was worth it
to ensure that we hired well. The problem
was fatigue. Because of the pace at which
we needed to add to the team, the hiring
process had gone from being an amazing
opportunity to a boring chore for a lot of
people. This was but a taste of what was to
come—we grew from 20 people to more
than 30 between Empires and Kings, but
when we moved on to Age of Mythology and
beyond, we would cruise past 70 and end in
the triple digits. But even during the hiring
for Kings people were starting to tire of the
process.

During Kings we also started to see
that, although it produced excellent results
overall, entrusting everyone with this
responsibility could lead to abuse and missed
opportunities. For example, someone could
think we shouldn’t grow past a certain size
and then decide to vote “no” on any pro-
posed new hire.

Principle 2:

Consensus-based Everything

As the “friends working on something they
love” bit might lead you to believe, Ensem-
ble Studios was not a “here are your orders”
kind of place. Nothing illustrates this better
than the manner in which we decided to
actually do Age of Kings: the entire company




piled into the old conference room, arguing
the merits of the various alternatives, then
voted on what game we were going to do
next. “Knights and Castles” beat (if memory
serves) “Elves and Castles.”

There is a fantastic strength in this ap-
proach. The productivity and potential of a
group of people working on something they
all “see” and want to achieve are magnitudes
greater than those of a team that needs
specific marching orders for every step. We
experienced that strength during the devel-
opment of Age of Empires, when everyone
involved seemingly just rowed feverishly in
the same direction. We wanted to preserve
that feeling for Age of Kings.

There are two ways you can achieve this
strength. The first is to have a small team.
The second is to spend a great deal of time
trying to get people to agree. When my
business card changed from “Assistant to
Lead Designer” to “Lead Designer,” I got
a crash course in exactly what was involved
in the latter. If someone on the team was
unhappy about anything (too many hit-
points on the towers, silly looking capes on
the swordsmen, an ugly font on the UI), it
was a problem—and my job largely became
dealing with those problems.

Strong as it might be to have everyone in
agreement and marching in the same direc-
tion, consensus-based operations are dif-
ficult to achieve and to scale effectively. As
we grew during Kings, the process became
more and more difficult to manage. We
learned that when we hired new people, they
likely had no experience with it and certainly
could not call upon the countless hours of
discussion that had taken place before their
arrival. A person who didn’t like or play real-
time strategy games, for example, would
often complain about fundamental elements
of real-time strategy games in an attempt
to steer things toward the sort of game-play
they preferred. (Using logic to explain why
you shouldn’t attempt to insert a first-person
shooter into your already-late real-time
strategy game is surprisingly ineffective, by
the way.)

Overall, we managed to stick with a
consensus-based approach for most of Age
of Kings. The majority of the systems in the
game, from the sheep to the scenarios in the
campaign, had their roots in long design
meetings that involved the entire company.
When we had to make calls without full

agreement, we learned another important
lesson about consensus-based operations:
Once people get used to operating this way,
it is very difficult for many of them to accept
decisions that aren’t made by consensus.

Principle 3: Hardcore Play-testing
During the late ‘90s, when we talked about
our process at conventions and the like,
nothing caused more disbelief than the
claim that the entire team play-tested. Today
it doesn’t seem uncommon (most devs I
speak with now say their teams do this), but
back then it was a pretty foreign concept to
have all of your artists stop making art and
all of your programmers stop writing code
so that they could play their game for a few
hours and then give some feedback.

Play-test was the crucible for Ensem-
ble—the arduous gestation, labor, and
delivery process through which the game
was born. The idea was to get something up
and running as soon as possible and then
start hammering on it. On the average, at
least half of every day I spent running a
play-test, taking feedback from the people
there (about a quarter of the team), making
changes, and sending out summaries and
tasks. Additional discussion on anything in
the summaries was sometimes taken into a
design session, but more often issues were
hashed out in giant, endless, multicolored
threads that everyone complained about
reading.

This play-testing process always worked
for us—in fact, the Ensemble alumni at
Robot Entertainment and Bonfire Studios
still use it today. Looking back, I don’t recall
any significant signs of problems with this
approach to play-testing during the develop-
ment of either Empires or Kings. However,
where it has indirectly caused some issues—
issues that have grown more pronounced
over the years—is in the minds of those who
were actually there at the beginning.

You see, when you’re 22 and you're
hell-bent on getting your first game done
and you’re going to set the world on fire
and make the cover of PC Gamer, and then
you actually do get your game done and set
the world on fire and make the cover of PC
Gamer, it burns a set of warm and fuzzy
memories into your little sleep-deprived
brain—awesome, awesome memories of how
fantastic everything once was.

That stuff is great. *

Age of Empires and Age of Kings

singlehandedly caused a 5 vear stretch

of long lunch breaks and after hours

skirmishes (a few times vs. lon Storm)

d chunk of the Raven Saftware

team between 1997 and 2003, | can hon-

esztly say I’ve logged more hours playing

Age of Kings: The Conquerors than

any other game in my life, 1t’s easily in

my top 5 games of all time.

— kenn Hoekstra, Pi Studio
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Great, that is, until you’re working on
your next game and the AT has been broken
for a week and multiplayer is out-of-synch
crashing and you turn to the guy beside you
and ask something like, “Remember when
we used to all play the game all night every
night, and everyone loved everything, and it
was perfect, and fans lined up to tell us how
awesome and cool we were, and it was sunny
all the time, and kittens never died?”

Then it sucks.

Principle 4: Crunching Like You Mean It
Age of Empires had crunch. Not crunch like
“we’re working until 10”; crunch like “if not

asleep, then in office.” For months. This

was not specifically mandated. There was a

general call to put in more time—something

like: “OK, we need to start crunch next week
to get done on time.” But to my knowledge,
nobody said, “Be here between these hours.”

People on the team were motivated to put in

silly amounts of time.

Kings had crunch as well. It was expected.
Some of us looked forward to it. But, unlike
crunch during Age of Empires, people started
to complain about it. Not gripes about the
extra hours (which, of course, we had during
Empires), but real complaints. Complaints of
the “I’ll have to leave if this doesn’t change”
variety.

Now, I am a mutant, and T have taken
many lumps over the years for this, but: I
like crunch.

Yes, yes—it isn’t healthy. It isn’t good.
It’s damaging and it should be avoided. I do
whatever I can today to ensure that none
of the people I work with have to endure
it. But my fondest memories, not just of
Ensemble, but of life, are of finishing some-
thing as the sun comes up, weeks of beard
on my face, awake only thanks to gallons
of coffee, standing beside others who loved
whatever enough to do the same. There’s
some magic there, and I love that with all
my heart. I was not alone in this feeling at
Ensemble so, for some of us, the degree of
serious opposition to crunch that surfaced
during Kings was disappointing—not
because people didn’t want to spend dumb
amounts of time at work, but because it
was a sign that things were changing. With
Empires, our first time up to bat, there was a
universal feeling that we would do “whatev-
er it takes.” With Kings it felt like we were
taking a step back.

There’s only so much you can do to
change this problem (aside from eliminating
crunch). Ensemble already had a general dis-
dain for Mickey Mouse bullshit, which does
a lot more than you’d expect to lessen the
impact of things like extra hours. Nobody
really kept track of vacation or sick days or
when someone rolled into or out of the of-
fice. Drinks and snacks were free. Lunch and
dinner were provided any time crunch was
in effect (and you could expense dinner for
impromptu late hours any time you wanted).
Some of this, like the drinks being free,
might seem trivial, but if you don’t under-
stand why someone working in your office at
2:00 a.m. is going to be insulted by having to
pay a quarter or two for a drink, you prob-
ably shouldn’t be running a team.

What did change was that crunch went
from being unplanned and perpetual to
being scheduled and limited. Instead of just
announcing a need to start putting in extra
time and keeping that in effect until we were
done, we started setting hours and picking
periods of time—12:00 to 12:00 during the
last week of the month, for example. This at
least allowed people to plan around crunch
and have downtime.

Principle 5: A Cult-like Culture

A lot of people are friends with the people
they work with—some more than others.
Their closest friends are usually the people
they visit around noon, to see about getting
lunch together. At Ensemble during Age of
Empires and the early stages of Age of Kings,
someone would start marching around the
office at noon, bellowing “Lunch Train!”
and the company would turn out to go get
something to eat.

The same thing happened around 7:00
p.m., when someone started walking around
recruiting followers for dinner or drinks. On
any given Saturday night, a good chunk of
the team was at someone’s apartment. Friday
after work there’d be a dozen people in the
play-test area playing Quake (then Quake 2,
then Half-Life) until 3:00 a.m. That was the
way of things. If you didn’t actually share an
apartment with the guy you sat next to, you
were probably going to be having a beer at
his place later that night.

A great deal of this cult-like culture
was a function of circumstance. A startup
game studio, in Dallas, with no published
titles, was not an attractive proposition to




most people with experience in the industry.
Many of the early members of the team were
young, single guys, recently out of college
or the Art Institute. Similar age, similar
interests, similar situations.

Ensemble’s general approach to team-
building only reinforced this culture, and
not just because of things like the hiring
process and the shared hardship of crunch.
When GDC and E3 rolled around, we sent
the entire team. The entire team, as in every-
one. If we were showing that year, everyone
went on to the floor and demoed the game.
When the show was done for the day, 20 or
30 geeks clad in shorts and gaming t-shirts
loaded onto a bus that, after a short ride,
unleashed them upon an unfortunate five-
star restaurant. Finished there, the same
crew would make its way to a nearby bar to
drink until someone did something that got
everyone tossed out.

I know that sounds like dot-com-era she-
nanigans. It wasn’t. Keep in mind that every-
one went to E3 in 1995, long before Age of
Empires shipped or Microsoft acquired the
studio, when the company was certainly not
possessed of vast sums of disposable income.
It was part of the philosophy of Ensemble.
We sent everyone to demo the game because
we couldn’t imagine allowing anyone else to
show our baby to the world. The company
organized and paid for bacchanals at upscale
restaurants because we wanted our people to
have shared experiences—and the stories to
tell that come with those shared experiences.

Of course, in time the culture changed.
Of particular note: Somewhere between
Empires and Kings some of us grew up. The
guys who could hang out every night in ‘96
had wives or kids in ‘98. Through Kings and
beyond, more and more of our crew fell into
the “adult” category, and the balance shifted.

The other thing that changed the cult
was hiring. Pre-Age of Kings, for better or
worse, there was really nobody at the studio
for whom Ensemble was “just a job.” After
Empires, we had enough credibility to attract
experienced talent, and for some of these
people Ensemble was their third or fourth
stop. The more we hired, the more we intro-
duced people who had other things going on
outside of our circle—people who, at the end
of a day of demoing a game, wanted to go
back to their hotel rooms.

As with complaints about crunch, this
was difficult for some of us to understand

or deal with. It’s not hard on an intellectual
level to comprehend why any person who
just endured six hours of flashing lights and
looping sirens would want to enjoy some
quiet for a bit. Still, we just did a fantastic
job of selling a game for which we all worked
our asses off, and now we’re all going out to
celebrate together... and someone doesn’t
want to go?

That change is not the kind of thing you
can “fix.” You cannot say, “Everyone must
go out and have fun together.” But when it
doesn’t happen, there’s a sense that some-
thing is amiss.

Principle 6: Free-range Development

I have a form of narcolepsy that sometimes
visits me with acute insomnia. One night,
my eyes pop open at 3:00 a.m. and I know
I’'m not going to fall back asleep. I get
dressed and head into the office. 'm off the
elevator and headed for my desk when I hear
something a few offices down, so I detour to
check it out. Angelo Laudon is there. Writ-
ing code for Age of Kings. He couldn’t sleep
either.

There’s a chapter in Steven Pressfield’s
The War of Art that, paraphrased, states
that you're doing the right thing if you’d do
it even if you were the only person on the
planet. Arnold Schwarzenegger, he suggests,
would still go to the gym even if there was
nobody around to impress with his physique.
Likewise, 'm certain Angelo would still
code games were he alone on Earth. In those
days, Ensemble was powered by people like
that—people doing, in essence, “this thing
they were born to do.”

That isn’t to suggest that there wasn’t a
massive amount of planning and schedul-
ing. Guys like Rick Goodman (lead designer
on Age of Empires), David Pottinger (lead
programmer), Brad Crow (art lead), Chris
Rippy (producer), and Harter Ryan (execu-
tive producer) certainly did a great deal of
work to organize and direct development.
Still, everyone had a great deal of freedom
and might head down one path or another.

Frequently, this creative freedom had
fantastic results. Numerous pieces of Age of
Empires were completed because someone
thought a feature should be in there and
felt like working on it. It was not unusual
to roll into the office on Monday and find
an “over the weekend” email informing
everyone that some horrible bug was fixed =

ENSEMBLE
STUDIOS

Age of Empires Il came out while | was
in high school and it taught me some
great history lessons, After enjoying
the Barbarossa campaign, | learned
about his failure to reach Jerusalem in
one piece (he got there pickled in a bar-
rel). In history class later that week our
teacher was covering Hitler’s invasion
of the Soviet Union in World War Il As
soon as he said Hitler called it Operation
Barbarossal blurted out “Ho wonder it
failed!™ and then had to explain how |
was learning stuff from video games.
What agreat game.

—James Everett, Sidhe Interactive
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simply because someone had grown annoyed
with it. The artists learned tricks on Age of
Kings that allowed them to do things with

a 256-color palette that nobody thought
they should be able to do, not because it was
planned, but because they decided to start
playing with various techniques.

Empires, despite being Ensemble’s first
game, did have an advantage in that it had
time to find its way a bit more than Age
of Kings, which Microsoft initially wanted
delivered after only one year of development.
The limitations of a 12-month schedule did
not pair well with established freedom to
pursue objectives you found interesting.

Nowhere was this more obvious than in
the initial design of the game. While envi-
sioned at the start as simply moving Age of
Empires into the Middle Ages, the initial de-
sign direction for the game consisted of mix-
ing in every idea that hadn’t made it into Age
of Empires. The poster child for this was a
full-screen diplomacy matrix which allowed
players to negotiate all manner of convoluted

relationships. However, there are dozens of
other things we worked on that did not pan
out, including unit facings in combat (micro
each of your 200 little guys to stab enemies
in the back), off-map trade (sometimes you
send a trade ship out and it just doesn’t come
back—you don’t know why), and pillaging (if
you killed a villager who was gathering, he’d
drop a lump of whatever he had on him). We
also worked on persistent fire, mercenaries,
outlaws, roads, heraldry design and display,
raider civilizations, renewable resources—all
interesting ideas that didn’t make it into the
final game.

The freedom to pursue things like this
was a double-edged sword, and it forced us
to reset the design of the game and spend
an additional year on development. It would
also bite us later in development when
people decided to rewrite systems like the
AT and pather instead of improving what had
shipped in Empires. Consequently, we had to
pull people off our second game and engine
team to finish Kings on time.

Here We Go Again...

It’s late summer, 1999. We have just learned
that the last release candidate we put up has
been accepted and Age of Kings is headed
for manufacturing. Thirty-some people are
popping bottles of Dom Perignon in the
cafe of our new offices.

This is just one more thing that has
changed. Two years prior, a handful of
guys crawled out of an un-air-conditioned
ex-dentist’s office to celebrate finishing Age
of Empires with Moons Over My Hammys.
Now we're drinking $200 bottles of Dom
on the second floor of an office we had built
out to look like the Star Trek ride in Las
Vegas.

In a few hours, we’ll descend upon The
Bavarian, the traditional final stop for
any Ensemble project—a restaurant we've
terrorized so thoroughly that we must pre-
tend to be with Texas Instruments when
making the reservation. Which is to say,
even in times of change, some things stay
the same. P

50, 1 HAD A CONFERENCE
CALL WITH OUR PUBLISHER
THIS MORNING. THEY'VE

2

Story and art: Ed Kuehnel and Shaun Bryant

1 POINTED THAT OUT TO THEM. THEY

SUBGESTED WE TURN THE PLANES

INTO “LOCK NESS MONSTERS WITH
MACHINE GUNS."

ALSO, THEIR MARKETING
GUY THINKS T woULD
HELF WITH PUBLICITY IF
ONE OF Us SET OUR-
SELVES ON FIRE AND
SENT THE VIDEO N TO
KOTAKL.

FIRE THING, BUT
NOT BOTH. WHAT

ON THE FEATURE
CHANGES OR THE
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(5IGH) OKAY, BUT YCU GUYS OWE
ME BIG TIME.




A Conversation with
Randy Pitchford

1. Some background on Randy Pitch-
ford? %Who are you and what da vou do
allday?

I am the President of Gearbox Software. I
spend most of my time collaborating with
the incredible game makers, business-
men, entertainers and technologists at the
studio to help us develop our priorities and
to create the partnerships and allocate the
resources necessary to mobilize activity
towards those priorities. I tend also to com-
mit myself to creative development as much
as possible as my interests in entertainment
and the craft of game-making are why I
became so dedicated to this industry. And,
of course, I spend considerable amounts of

my own free time playing games of all kinds,

and this passion pre-dates any professional

involvement I had with the craft.

Harstock in the Hallway from Gearbox's BIAHH

2.Tellus about Gearbo

what led to itz formation?

Several years earlier, Brian Martel and I met
while working together at 3D Realms, where

we had the opportunity to contribute to
Duke Nukem. After helping to ship the Duke

Nukem 3D: Atomic Edition and the shareware

version of Shadow Warrior, we parted ways
with the studio and began to branch out on

our own. At an interim start-up we had the
opportunity to meet and work with the other
founders of Gearbox.

Brian Martel, Stephen Bahl, Landon
Montgomery, Rob Heironimous and I
founded Gearbox Software in the begin-
ning of 1999 and completed our first game,
Half-Life: Opposing Force, later that year. It
was during that time that we discovered the
principles and philosophies that would guide
us as we planted the seeds that have grown
into the studio as it is today.

3.There are rumblings that vou were
amagician at one point, How does per-
forming magic compare with making
games?
It’s true: I used to be a professional magi-
cian. I worked at a magic-themed night club
in Hollywood called Wizardz and
occasionally would appear at the
famous Magic Castle. I was married
at the Magic Castle, actually—it was
quite a memorable experience!

Magic, like many video games, is
a form of entertainment in which we
strive to help our audience succumb
to fantasy and enjoy experiences that
are impossible in the real world. We
use similar tactics, such as storytell-
ing and misdirection, to help guide
our audiences and encourage them
to trust us and come with us for an
adventure in which they will experience
wonder and joy—that is, if we do our jobs
well.

With magic, I am able to quickly develop
a personal relationship with the audience
and earn immediate feedback regarding the
quality and impact of the entertainment I'm
providing them. In video games, the rela-
tionship with the audience is more remote

10 QUESTIONS B
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and more distant. The trade off, of course, is
that with video games we can entertain mil-
lions of people. The size of this audience is
very exciting to me—it makes our collective
effort more meaningful and relevant.

s ODearbox vour first entrepreneur-

ial venture?
Gearbox Software isn’t my first company.
Now that I think about it, it isn’t my third,
either. I had my hands in a number of things
earlier in life. One of my earliest and best
lessons in leadership, management and cor-
porate organization occurred when a friend
and I were window-washers together and de-
cided that we could take what we knew about
the window-washing business and scale it up.
We created a franchise-style business that
involved dividing Los Angeles County into
territories, and for each territory recruiting
a small army of managers whom we trained
and supplied with equipment. In our first
summer, we quickly grew to 55 employees
and were very likely the largest residential
window-washing company in Southern
California.

When I moved to Dallas, I gave my inter-
est in the company to my partner, and
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from what I understand, he was able to do
quite well with it for many years. I think he
eventually sold the business, and I believe
he’s an investment banker now, but it was a
fun thing to do and a great learning experi-
ence while we were in school.

5. %Where did Borderlands come from?

what’s in the future for that franchi:

Borderlands came from Gearbox Software!
Years ago, we believed that there was a lot

of fun to be had if we married the discovery,
growth and choice that come from loot-
driven RPG’s with the intense, moment-
to-moment fun of an FPS. The effort to
figure out how to blend these genres in a way

that would be fun for us and our customers
took many years—and Borderlands is the
result. Today, we can see how Borderlands
performed when tested in the market, and
we are very excited about what we’ve learned.
Because of the nearly five years we invested
in developing the technology and learning,
the future of what we do with the brand and
the game design is very exciting to us. Cur-
rently, fans of Borderlands will find that we
are rapidly investing in adding value to the
game through downloadable content. We've
released two DLC packs for Borderlands on
all three of our platforms (Xbox, PlayStation
and PC) and have another coming soon.

6. 'Who doyou look up to and why?

My heroes are people I know very well—
people I work with every day. So many of my
heroes are at the studio that naming them
specifically—and explaining why they are
my heroes—would be far beyond the scope
of this interview—and probably a little too
embarrassing for those people.
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1.'%What happened with the
Aliens game? Will this
the light of day?

We love Aliens and care very

much about the brand and
the game within it. I hope we
won’t have much more of a
wait before we can share more
of our efforts there. What
we’ve done with the game is
very exciting.

8.There have been some out-of-con-
text quotes from vou floating around
recently. What happened?

It’s always interesting to me when video
game “journalists” earn value and read-

ers from contrived controversy. Somehow,
they’ve managed to leave their readers with
the impression that some of my favorite
game-makers and some of my favorite games
are things I wish to tear down. Only from
the greatest do we learn the greatest lessons.
Sometimes, when I'm talking “shop” with
developers or journalists, it’s fun to explore
the industry a bit and look at the greatest
and imagine what could make the greatest
even better. It’s comments made there that
can get taken out of the context of a larger
discussion and turned into what appears

to be outright criticism or even attack. It’s
shameful, but it doesn’t really matter in the
grand scheme. I’'m not really important.
What'’s important is that this industry keeps
driving ahead to reforge the definition of en-
tertainment and how it impacts and reflects
culture and art and joy on this planet.

Screen
capture from
Gearbox's
Borderlands

9., 5o what kind of car are yvou driv-
ing these davsY In “The Perfect Randy
World,” what would vou be driving?

I drive a British sports car. It’s not preten-
tious and certainly not ostentatious. I am

a fan of performance, but I tend to make
transportation choices that are about how
the driver thinks and feels—not about what
the guy watching the driver thinks and feels.
I’'m very happy with my current car and
hope that when it’s time to switch, some-
thing as suitable is on the market.

Hallway gombat
screen.gapture

from Gearbox's
Aligr€ Colonial

WEIES

10. What are yvour thoughts concerning

emergent game-play verszus scripted
maments?

Why must these be mutually exclusive?
Mouch fun can be had playing with systems
that are very dynamic and reactive. Mean-
while, a crafted moment can very effectively
create joy or suspense, drama or excitement.
Interactive entertainment can and should
flexibly use any tool at its disposal to create
gratification and fulfillment and a sense of
accomplishment within our audiences. We
game-makers exist to bring entertainment to
our customers. Any viable means to that end
are fair game, so to speak. P
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B INDUSTRIAL DEPRESSION

Cancellation Notice

WHAT TO DO WHEN YOUR GAME GETS THE AXE

t almost always sucks. There you are,

flogging your guts out on a project that

is progressing when all of a sudden the

word comes down: it’s canceled. Every-
one is milling around in confusion. What
happens next? Will we get let go? What the
hell happened? The letdown is palpable, and
the lack of knowledge of what actually took
place is crushing. Rumors fly, the blame
game and finger-pointing intensify. You hear
(and utter) dark words in dark booths at the
back of dark bars. Before long, it’s “them
against us,” developers turning against those
who did the canceling.

Then again, sometimes it doesn’t suck.
Sometimes you have no confidence in what
you’re making. Sometimes you have chopped
and changed so much of what the game
is supposed to be that you just want to do
something—anything—different, something
in which the course is charted and more
defined. And sometimes you have been on
a death march for months, working late
and through weekends on a morale-sapping
project from Hell. In these cases, getting
canceled is more like a celebration.

Even so, from a business standpoint,
getting canceled is generally bad news—a
threat to job security and the viability of the
enterprise. And since it could happen to any
of us at any time—tomorrow for example—
it’s better to be prepared. So the question
we have to answer here is: When you get
canceled, what do you do next?

FIRST THINGS FIRST

Well, the first thing you do is go out for a
beer and get the bitching and blaming out
of the way. But be careful where you point
fingers. This is a small, incestuous little
industry, and the wrong bitter word directed
at the wrong person at the wrong time can
haunt your career for years. If people get
laid off, don’t point the fingers at them, and
if you are among the layoffs, don’t go on a
bitter tirade. It might be satisfying in the

16 GAMESAUCE = SPRING 2010

short term, but it’ll come back to bite you

in the future. On the other hand, some air
clearing isn’t the worst thing for your sanity
either—depending on who you do it with
and how it’s done.

STAY BUSY

The next thing to do is find something to

do at work. There is nothing worse than
coming in the next day and just playing
solitaire all day because no one has told
you what to do. The more you sit around
aimlessly, perhaps thinking that you'’re just
punishing those above you for a bad deci-
sion, the more likely you are to become
the target of a layoff. Rather than making
a crappy situation worse, stay busy and

Rather than making a crappy
situation worse, stay busy and
use the time to your advantage.
Learn some new software, or
do concept art for a new game,
or work on a small prototype.
More than one great game

has come out of people finally
having the time to build a
prototype at work.

use the time to your advantage. Learn
some new software, or do concept art for
a new game, or work on a small prototype.
More than one great game has come out
of people finally having the time to build
a prototype at work. And of course, don’t
forget to update your résumé and gather
samples of what you’ve been working on,
in case the team is laid off.

PERSPECTIVE

While all this is going on, it’s vitally im-
portant to have some perspective on the whole
situation. That may be easier said than done,
especially when you’ve been down in the
trenches, overloaded with tasks, suffering

the impact of brain-dead decisions handed
down from on high, better able than man-
agement to judge what’s going on and know
what to do to fix it. In spite of all that, you
must attempt to put yourself in the position




of those making the decision. Think about
the circumstances that would lead you to
cancel the project and potentially put people
out of work.

There was a famous case recently in
which a company canceled an ongoing game

that had been in development for years,
putting a team of 30 out of work. Why on
earth would they do that? To put it simply:
The team ran out of money. Although they
went to the publisher to ask for enough to

I
The people at the top don't

make the decision to cancel

a project in a vacuum. In fact,
you can generally assume that
before making that difficult
decision they have suffered
many sleepless nights worrying
about what's going to happen

to their people.
|

finish the game, the publisher responded by
offering a deal so fraught with developer risk
that in actual fact the incentive to finish at
all was removed. If you’re an indie developer,
and you work your butt off to finish a game
only to lose all rights to the IP (and any
chance of sharing in the profits it gener-
ates), then what exactly are you working for?
That’s especially true if you're one of the
guys at the top taking all the real risk—one
of the ones with a second mortgage on the
line. You lose the promise of a back-end
payout and suddenly it’s no longer worth the
worry and responsibility to keep everyone
else employed.

There are many, many things that can
happen for those in charge of development
to suddenly decide the effort is not worth
the result: getting squeezed by the publisher
who always seems to want more for less; the
publisher suddenly wanting to renegotiate
the contract on more favorable terms; lots of
milestone submission kickbacks, with corre-
sponding delays on milestone pay-outs. The
list of publisher tricks for driving a devel-
oper to desperation is endless. However, of
this you can be sure: The people at the top
don’t make the decision to cancel a project in
a vacuum. In fact, you can generally assume
that before making that difficult decision
they have suffered many sleepless nights
worrying about what’s going to happen to
their people. While that may not be of much

comfort to you when months or even years
of effort are yanked out from under you, it’s
worth understanding that those in charge
aren’t the enemy and they aren’t enjoying
this either.

HOW A PUBLISHER SEES IT

At the publisher level, there can be many
reasons for canceling a game—some le-
gitimate and some less so. For example, the
publisher may perceive a lack of progress
or become frustrated by a developer’s
inflexibility—either of which might simply
come down to the basic relationship between
the publisher’s producer and the developer.
Typically, at that point there is a “council
of war” at the publisher during which is
determined what has been spent to date, how
much will have to be spent to push the game
out the door (a figure that is often a /ot less
than the developer would like it to be), and
how much potential earnings are possible
from the game if development proceeds.
The publisher also must determine
whether the money which could be made is
worth the backlash of having a crap game
in their catalog. No doubt, the question will
be whether it’s better to try to recoup some
of the investment through sales or to simply
write off the money spent to date and flush
the game entirely. Often when a license is in
play, the publisher has to pay for it whether
or not the game is shipped, in which case
whatever the developer produces is shipped,
regardless of quality—anything to get
something back on the cost of the license.
No doubt this is why EA pushed out Super-
man and Cat Woman even though they were
very aware of the shortcomings of the actual
implementation. Better to earn something
than nothing.

WEIGHING OPTIONS

However, making the choice to bring a lousy
game to market just to make a few bucks
must be balanced against the costs of
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doing so. There are the obvious hard costs,
including QA, marketing, internationaliza-
tion, and continuing developer overhead.
But there are also some soft costs, such

as having a black mark against you in the
minds of players and reviewers. Rather than
face those unsavory alternatives, sometimes
publishers will just cut the risk and move
on, not wishing to send more good money

after bad.

offer to renegotiate the contract, leaving
the developer with Hobson’s Choice: either
give up IP rights (and the real value over
time) or go bankrupt. In extreme cases

the publisher may even push the developer
into foreclosure, buy up the IP rights and
development assets at auction, then offer
the original development team contracts to
finish the game they were developing and
used to own! (This really happened to a de-
veloper in the UK a few years back. Thank-

fully that publisher is now out of business

Developers carry some of the responsibility for

too.) Sometimes a publisher will cancel

a perfectly good game simply because it
. . . doesn’t fit its portfolio, or because it was
cancellations too. Quite often developers will the pet project of a bigwig who has since
promise the world, defining an outrageous scope been replaced by new management.

At the same time, developers carry some

just to get the gig.

of the responsibility for cancellations too.
Quite often developers will promise the
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Those games that get cut tend to fall into
one of three categories:

> Games with insufficient quality to
match the established standard in a
familiar genre (FPS, Racing, etc.)

> Games which are over-budget and
under-quality with no apparent end in
sight

> Genre-bursting games with inherently
unpredictable prospects

Category three is the one that rightly pisses
off a lot of developers. Publishers are ruled
by sales forecasts, and if their forecasters
aren’t able to give somewhat firm predic-
tions—because a genre or game mechanic
is so new that they can’t find a parallel—the
publisher makes its decisions based on the
data on hand—which is to say based on what
it costs to make the game. Unless they are the
shit from day one, revolutionary games tend
to represent the highest risk a publisher can
take, which is why they are the first to go
when costs start spiraling.

ON THE OTHER HAND

That’s all giving publishers the benefit of
the doubt. On occasion, some publishers
also engage in conduct that can’t be called
anything but manipulative. There are times
when a publisher knows of the knife-edge

a developer is on, and then uses milestone
delays to edge that developer towards
bankruptcy. At the last minute they will

world, defining an outrageous scope just to
get the gig. (Inexperienced developers are
especially prone to underestimating costs
and time in this way.) Developers with
multiple teams often set themselves up for
cancellation when they take money for one
project but end up spending it on another
which has run out of funding, or when they
promise the A team for a specific project but
switch to the B team once funding has been
secured.

SWEET SWEET OPTIMISM
Developers are, almost by definition, very
optimistic about scope and their ability to
get things done—programmers in particular.
Often they genuinely believe that they can
do what they propose, but too often they

fail to factor in sufficient this-didn’t-go-as-
planned time. Another common mistake:
Developers don’t produce visual improve-
ment with every milestone, making it impos-
sible for the publisher to see any tangible
progress.

As things progress and it becomes ap-
parent that the project isn’t holding to the
promised schedule, a rift may open up be-
tween the publisher—who sees costs without
progress—and the developer—who says:

“It’s all in hand. We just need a little more
time... or money... or understanding.”

TWO POINTS OF VIEW

This is the essential problem of publisher/
developer relations and what results in so
many games being canceled: Developers =
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This is the essential problem of publisher/
developer relations and what results in so many
games being canceled: Developers are about ""the
game,"” and publishers are about "the money."

are about “the game,” and publishers are
about “the money.” Developers are artists
who regard money as a means to an end,
whereas publishers are often publicly-owned
entities that have to worry about quar-
terly sales figures and keeping stockowners
happy. At root, it’s the basic art vs. business
dichotomy. Developers make games, while
publishers make money. It’s a small but
absolutely crucial difference and one that
every developer (and publisher) should have
tattooed on their foreheads.

Boiled down, cancellation is a reflection
of the relationship between a developer
and a publisher. The better the relation-

ship, the less chance there is of cancellation
(assuming, of course, that the game itself
has reasonable merit). Understanding that,
however, does not make your situation
easier when your baby has been killed by
someone else who should have seen how
great it was.

In the end, perhaps it’s best to simply treat
a cancellation as a learning experience. One
of the principals of the failed developer Rebel
Boat Rockers once told me that he learned
far more through failure than he ever did
through success—and considering that he has
since gone on to head up a highly success-
ful company, there must be some truth to it.
Those who succeed right out of the gate often
aren’t sure how they pulled it off, whereas
those who fail before succeeding are in a
much better position to repeat those things
that work and avoid those that do not.

And besides, canceled ideas can often
resurface in other, better games. If nothing
else, you might think of cancellation as a
chance to put good ideas on ice until you can
make better use of them. "

Story and art: Ed Kuehnel and Shaun Bryant
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CONFLICT
AND CALL

Resolving Your Principles in
the Video Game Industry

By Bill Slease

n my decade or so as a paid game developer, I've often been asked
two different questions by people inside and outside the industry.
The insiders want to know how I can justify making video games
for a living given the beliefs I profess, and the outsiders want to
know why on Earth I would want to make games in the first place. At
the risk of speaking for other developers with strongly held principles,
the answer to both questions starts with the same observation. The
obvious conflicts you’re thinking of aren’t the rea/ly problematic ones.
In other words, the situation is actually worse than you think.
With non-gamers, I have to do some de-mythologizing. Gamesauce
readers don’t need to be convinced that:
> Games don’t turn people into social misfits.
> Gamers come in all ages, genders, races, shapes and sizes.
> Gaming is a social activity.
> DOOM is as responsible for school shootings as Pac-Man
is for obesity.

(An aside: If you find yourself needing to lay any of this groundwork
yourself, John C. Beck and Mitchell Wade have written a competent
book full of encouraging data and analysis called Gor Game: How the
Gamer Generation is Reshaping Business Forever.)

There are, however, two common critiques of video games in
general that have some validity: that they are prone to gratuitous
violence, and that they objectify women. These critiques illustrate
two areas that create conflicts for me—let’s call them “Conflicts
of Attitude” and “Conflicts of Intent.” Although these are the most
obvious sources of potential conflict, there is a third category that
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for me is even more troublesome as a Christian: I’ll call this last one
“Conflicts of Content.”

CONFLICTS OF ATTITUDE

While I firmly deny that video games cause the violent crimes we see
today, all you have to do is take your grandmother to see District 9
to convince yourself that we’ve been desensitized to violence. While
you are getting a kick out of the obvious Half-Life references, watch
Grandma’s reaction to the gibbing that is barely even registering in
your brain pan. Our consciences have been seared my friend, and we
can no longer deny it.

The major issue here is the amusement we experience at the ex-
pense of the sanctity of life. Is this a new problem our generation has
foisted on the world? Not at all. Ancient Roman gladiatorial arenas
were far worse—but we’re not going to score many points in eternity
by being better than the Romans.

Regardless of whether the general trajectory of humanity’s moral-
ity is headed up or down, it would be hard to argue that shooting
avatars in a video game has anything in common with pulling a real
trigger on a real person—except when it comes to the attitude of
the heart. Rand Miller, creator of the Mys series, once described to
me the sense of loss he felt when he watched his daughter play Tomb
Raider. When she began playing, she was distraught over having to
shoot a dog to progress. Sadly it didn’t take long for her to overcome
her reluctance.

Rand’s daughter is lucky though. She had her father nearby to
point out the change—and the lesson. Too often young gamers are
left to fend for themselves in situations at least as complex as any
competitive team sport. In traditional sports, coaches teach young
players how to not let the game get the best of them. Antisocial
behavior is quickly corrected by a mentor who can teach the player
to be not only a better player, but a better person. On the other
hand, in gaming we often see young players left on their own to

The obvious conflicts you're thinking of aren't
the really problematic ones. In other words, the
situation is actually worse than you think.

assert themselves however they see fit, with terrible consequences to
personal character.

Can the game developer solve these problems? Not all of them.
Are there at least some things we can do to help? Is there a way to
preserve the game mechanic that player death affords while also hon-
oring the sanctity of life? Is it possible to make a game with enough
routes for progression that I don’t force a moral conflict on the player
(or the developer, for that matter)?

CONFLICTS OF INTENT

It’s usually worth a laugh when I tell people that video games aren’t
going to stop objectifying women until either Jesus returns or

all the men die. If it makes women feel any better, men objectify
everything, not just women. And yes, based on the Biblical mes-
sage that the creation of every single human being is an intimate
and intentional act of God—that all humans are beloved of God



and gifted with a unique responsibility and position in the created
order—it’s a problem.

Here’s the kind of torture I put myself through: Suppose my boss
decides our characters aren’t “realistic” enough, so he wants me to
work on a jiggle algorithm (you know what I'm talking about). And
just like that, I feel conflicted. I think to myself, I’m just trying to
simulate reality. There’s nothing wrong with it— God invented the jiggle
after all. But then I also think to myself, Fesus said that if we even look
at a woman with lustful intent, we’ve committed adultery in our bearts. I
don’t think he would want me to encourage others to be lustful.

Here's the kind of torture | put myself through:

Suppose my boss decides our characters aren't
“realistic” enough, so he wants me to work on

a jiggle algorithm (you know what I'm talking

about). And just like that, | feel conflicted.

The difference between God putting jiggle in the world and us
putting jiggle in our game is authorial intent. God’s purpose in creat-
ing jiggle is divine: To encourage men and women to “be fruitful and
multiply.” God’s intent of the feature, if you will, is to make obeying
him more pleasurable. Our purpose, on the other hand, is probably
to titillate gamers and make more money. I’ll spare you a bunch of
theology here and simply state it this way: God has a noble purpose.
As for us? Not so much.

CONFLICTS OF CONTENT

There are conflicts that have caused me deeper trouble, and these are
of a different sort. They have to do with games (and game developers)
as teachers.

I highly recommend James Paul Gee’s book, What Video Games
Have to Teach Us about Learning and Literacy. In it, Gee makes a
thorough argument for games as teachers and explores the kind of
teaching they do. It turns out games are really, really good teachers.
The scary part for me is that I know very few game developers who
are consciously considering what their life’s work teaches others. In
particular, I'm concerned about the way in which games teach and
influence a player’s world-view.

Think about it this way: Very few people can articulate a phi-
losophy by which they live and act, but everyone has a basic way in
which they view the world. We have answers to a set of core questions,
whether we can articulate those answers or not. Our answers to these
questions drive how we make decisions and how we behave. These
questions include:

> Who am I?

> Where am I?

> What’s wrong with the world?

> How can it be fixed?

Let me give you an example of how my religious world-view can
sometimes create a sense of conflict in my profession: For most of
my career, I have had the good fortune to work on projects that
reflect a world-view I could affirm as a Christian. On my last project,

however, I did not agree with the game’s world-view at all, and that

disagreement created significant internal conflict for me. The product
depicted a godless universe in which man’s purpose is to discover
within himself the knowledge or understanding (it’s not clearly speci-
fied) that will allow him to evolve to a higher state of being. This is
essentially the opposite of what the Bible teaches about who we are,
what’s wrong, and how it can be fixed. I was in a position to suggest a
story-line that would inject an alternative view, but another direction
was chosen. This issue remained an internal conflict for me for my
entire time on the project. I felt as though my participation in the
project put me in a position of teaching others (through the game)

an idea which is not only inherently false but potentially dangerous
(theologically, anyway). As a Christian, how could I go to work every
day and put my thumbprint on a project that encouraged others to
put their faith in man instead of God?

WHY BOTHER?
These conflicts don’t have nice and pretty resolutions. But they do
bring me back to the question people outside the industry ask—the
one you are probably asking as well: Why bother?

I bother because I think God cares about video games just as
he cares about all of humanity’s work. There are those who believe
recreation and entertainment are wastes of time. But I see described
in the Bible a God who not only cares about these things but ordains
them, and I see no reason to exclude video games.

I also bother because my work is part of a larger search for mean-
ing. Theologians use the term normative to describe the state of =
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things as they were intended by God. Part of my work as a thinking
Christian and a game developer is to discover what’s normative for
video games specifically and recreation in general. This is a task-in-
progress, but I've stumbled across some intriguing clues. Here are
three clues then as to what I think is normative, or in other words,
what God’s intent is for video games:

Clue #1: Games Are Teachers

For sheer practical value, we can learn a great deal from how and what
video games teach. The problem teachers encounter when trying

to integrate video games with existing curriculum is that they can’t
figure out how to assess what the game is teaching. They want to be
able to have students play a game like Crvilization and then answer a
multiple choice test about the progress of history. As a result, they
miss what games are doing, and that the game is already assessing
what it’s teaching. You progress in games by learning what they want
you to learn and applying it in situ. Giving someone a facts assess-
ment after conquering the known world is like asking Michael Jordan
to sit down and draw a detailed, to-scale map of a basketball court.
He might be able to do it, but it rather misses the point.

Games teach tacit skills and give players experiences from which
they can derive general principles that otherwise they would only
have learned years later, at great risk and expense. Granted the
experiences are based on a simplified version of reality, but so are
most things educational. Games also provide what Gee calls a true
psychosocial moratorium—a space where it’s safe to fail. This kind of
environment is essential to learning, and it’s important to note that
schools in general fail to provide this. Video games are the only place
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I know where people can really relax and play, experiment and learn
relatively consequence-free.

A decent working definition of wisdom is the capability of ap-
plying knowledge well. This capability generally only comes with
experience. Dare I say, games can impart wisdom? How much more
important it is, then, for us as developers to consider what our games
are teaching. We have the power to shape a generation experien-
tially. Uncle Ben told Peter Parker (Spiderman), “With great power
comes great responsibility.” He was paraphrasing Jesus, who told the
Apostle Peter, “From everyone who has been given much, much will
be required” (Luke 12:48).

My work is part of a larger search for meaning.
Theologians use the term normative to describe
the state of things as they were intended by God.
Part of my work as a thinking Christian and a
game developer is to discover what's normative
for video games specifically and recreation

in general.

I’'m convinced that teaching wisdom is a normative purpose of
games. If that’s true, we need to be able to figure out and articulate
what exactly is being taught.

Clue #2: Games Are Verbs
An interesting way to begin to identify what a game is teaching is
suggested by Raph Koster in his book, A Theory of Fun for Game
Design. He contrasts video games with other forms of expression,
pointing out that the strengths of stories and games seem to be at
cross purposes. Story, he says, attempts to explore internal thoughts
and emotions, to blur and deepen, to get the audience to empathize
with some character or situation. Games on the other hand want the
player to objectify, quantize, and classify the game world. Games
teach you to look at a complex system, analyze it, break it down, and
put it back together again with a strategy for obtaining some goal. For
many games, success requires you to look past the fiction and become
an expert at some core activity. Koster suggests that games are about
verbs. What I see in the market is a preponderance of games with
verbs like conquer, accumulate, maximize, coordinate, etc. What would
games look like based on verbs like redeermn, imbue, nourish, build, re-
store. Does the market want them?

But even after we give games their due as teachers and understand
what we are teaching, I think there is still something more in their
God-intended purpose.

Clue #3: Games Can Be Art

Again, in A Theory of Fun, Koster describes art and entertainment as
terms of intensity rather than type. 'm reminded of Billy Crystal’s
line: “Dancing is like standing still, only faster.” In any case, many of
us beleaguered developers in the trenches came into the industry with
an idea to create something grand. Something with some inherent
lasting value. Something that touched on the human condition and
spoke to someone somewhere. Something that meant something. Few



games to date have been able to come together in a way that expresses
some common condition of mankind and exhibit a coherency in all
their parts in such a way that we would call them art. Myst is one
game that did this for me.”

In Myst, your game task is to piece together the story of what’s
happened in a strange, abandoned world. Appropriate to that end,
your task is collecting pages from a book and assembling a whole.
The music is mysterious and lonely, emphasizing the sense of loss
engendered by this unfinished story. The spaces are fantastic and
beautiful in contrast to their isolation—introducing a tension that
drives you to find some resolution. Ironically, completely assembling
the pages is the losing condition. To win, you have to figure out that
the story isn’t over, that it continues in you, the player. This realiza-
tion is the fulfillment of something foreshadowed in a haunting nar-
rative at the beginning of the game: “Questions about whose hands
might one day hold my Myst book are unsettling to me. I know my
apprehensions might never be allayed... and so I close, realizing that
perhaps the ending has not yet been written.”

If a game can carry a coherent and consistent message in all its
parts, illuminate some aspect of the human condition, and do so with
authorial intent, I think God himself would call that very good.

IT'S MORE THAN JUST A GAME

It’s just a game is a line I've heard and even spoken myself many times.
When it’s used to justify exploring one’s own depravity in the dark
corners of a game that cares little for your soul, I agree with Raph
Koster that it’s the most self-defeating appeal of all time. Gamers
need to recognize the value and the dangers in entertainment, and
developers need to consider the social responsibility incumbent upon
them as they engage in this world-shaping enterprise. Games are
wisdom-makers. What wisdom are we imparting? “J
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WANTS TO MAKE YOU A STAR

An Interview with John Romero
by Brenda Brathwaite
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've known John Romero since 1987. We met when he was working at Origin Systems on a
port of 2400 AD, and | was working at Sir-tech Software on Wizardry V. We grew up together,
he and |, separated by genres, locations, and languages (he speaks 6502 assembler and C++,
and | don't), but our collective memory is the same. We talk like kids who grew up in the
same small town, knowing the same amazing characters (like Scorpia and Dr. Cat) and sharing a
reverence for our founders (like Gebelli and Budge).
In a sense, though, everyone came to know John in 1993. That was the year DOOM was
released, and his name, along with the names of the other id Software crew, became known
to seemingly everyone around the world. He was featured in every form of media available to
us back then, and his games, death-match antics and incredible passion for the medium were
unavoidable. He helped to found and fund companies, inspired countless wannabe developers to
follow their bliss, and his inherent sociability and friendliness made him the elected mouthpiece
for the most successful indie game developer the world has ever seen. He was and is an impos-
sible optimist with an incurable passion for games and a deep, deep love of programming. He
has worked on 137 games, 97 of which are released. To any developer, his MobyGames entry is
nothing short of humbling. It scrolls, which is more than most can say.
While his career has had its mega-ups, its very notable and much hyped downs, and its share
of patently average, Romero himself has remained largely unchanged from the man | met 23
years ago. Now, like then, Romero keeps working, keeps making games, keeps trying to do some-

thing new and great. As always, John Romero wants to make the player a star.

Brenda Brathwaite: Let’s start with your
design philosophy. When you make a game, what
are you trying to accomplish?

John Romero: Well, it begins and ends with
the player—always has. While I am making
the game, that’s the role I take. I might be
in coding mode or level design mode or
whatever, but the only reason that I'm in
that mode is because, just prior to that, I
was thinking about what the player would
like, what I would like. My process is highly
iterative. I change, play, change, play, until
it feels just right. Ultimately, 'm making
the game for every player who likes the type
of games that I like to play. So, in a sense, I
am my games’ audience—or the ambassador
for them, anyway. That way, I never have to
guess what the player might like, because it’s
always what I would like.

BB: A lot of designers say that their designs are
“player-centric,” but can you go into it a little
more detail and give us an example?

JR: Ultimately, the player—every player—
wants to be a star, and in my games, that’s
always what I'm trying to do: make you the
star. I have succeeded and failed on occasion,
I suppose, but it’s always at the forefront of
my mind. Half-Life 2 did a brilliant job of
making the player feel like an ultimate ba-
dass. The NPCs were in awe whenever you
showed up. Valve nailed it.

BB: Let’s talk about World of Warcraft somze.
1 know you’re hardcore into the game, and since
you have five level 80s, so does everyone reading

this. You’ve been playing for four years now.
From a design perspective, what’s bolding you
there?

JR: The beauty of the MMO, and especially
the power of ol is that whatever mood
I’'m in, I can play to it in WolW. If I want
hardcore action, I can dive into a 25-man
raid in ICC. If I want to play really casually,
I can level an alternate toon, level a profes-
sion, play the auction house, or just sit and
talk to others. I can go to starting zones
and hand out gold. I can randomly help a
leveling Horde player (I’'m Alliance) who’s
not expecting it. I can terrorize villages.
The game has the largest range of activities
of any game ever created. It’s everything. I
can always find things to do. I haven’t even
mentioned PvP, World PvP, Battlegrounds,
or Arenas. The game is just immense.

BB: What do you main in WoW?

JR: Well, I have three mains, actually. Each
of them are dual-spec: Holy/Shadow Priest,
Protection/Holy Paladin, and Arcane/Frost
Mage. I have five level 80s and those are
three of them.

BB: Your new company, Gazillion Entertain-
ment, is also making MMOs....

JR: I co-founded Gazillion Entertainment in
September 2005 with two other guys from
outside the game industry. Back then, we
had a different company name but rebranded
ourselves after hiring our VP of Marketing
in 2008. We own four game studios, and

we are developing several MMOs based



on some very successful properties such as
LEGO and Marvel. I became interested in
the MMO soon after World of Warcraft was
released. It was early 2005 when I saw how
successful Wol¥ was, and I knew for many
years that MMOs have the potential to make
unprecedented money. I also knew that they
are the hardest category of game to create
and, for me, that was a challenge I wanted
to take. In addition to the pure challenge

of producing an MMO, the bedrock design
of my MMO was innovative and was a real
design challenge.

BB: Your current game was in the news, and

it wasn’t entirely clear if it was cancelled or
restructured or even why, really. Well?

JR: It’s an easy answer. The market changed
radically. We reached a point where it didn’t
make sense to continue development when
we really needed to stop, analyze our ap-
proach, and target our team on a project that
fits today’s market rather than the market of
2008. The team continues to work diligently
on the new project with a new timeline.

BB: [ think the prospect of building an MMO
seemns bugely daunting. Companies spend zillions
of dollars to get WoW players to at least know
their game’s name, and then the players go home
and play WoW anyway. It’s hugely challenging.
On the other band, we have someone like Dr. Cat
who has been working on and supporting bimself
off a very specialized MMO for years. Clearly,
the market is broader than we give it credit for.
JR: There’s plenty of money to be made in
MMOs, whether you’re a Wol¥/ fan or not.
An MMO the scale of Wol¥ is not where
the wider market is going. Most of the
focus is on casual-persistent, and instanced
designs with back-ends that don’t require
advanced load-balancing code at the scale
of Wol¥’s servers. It won’t be long before
developers get really good at medium-
weight MMO development and players get
used to that kind of game. Console titles
will have to evolve to compete in that mar-
ket. Right now, when you launch a console
game, you are not immediately in a world
full of other players—you have to decide
to connect online and find people to play
with. On the PC, in an MMO, it’s the only
mode you play in. Going back to the core
question, there are a lot of ways to make
large-population online games that don’t
compete with WolV. There are very few
MMOs in development or released that
try to take on WolW. Most MMOs are not
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c;,/o Kioq Blue 10,5k

O, X SO0O08
Shreveport, LA 7//30-0008

Near JTohn

i 5 IOU{J O cpame [ﬂyfam{:jj oFf 537/4)“);
(s L):HQZ ‘[‘E’:’m aucter /ayfqm;‘a{ '{7/79

852«!1:_ 'f—[,mf_ (PP =2} ,r-n /flj ”/U’e Ufsk ct

fFew [ssvuesS ago.

__T —G‘n{shmﬂ Hie

W hat's 7@){‘ best scofe on the

Game after _{'}'cuy;'n
v woh] 2100 gm IQS'[L mbfa‘f‘l" (chp{+ n |
wme? Ts

z= ‘thel= a secret j(e»r Mt asfUay ces

+O 'H,w. next l'ﬁu’e[ M+OWQ?LI.CQ{[7? Do

\fou kmow of Qauf S(‘/"H./C?f \gameé.‘?.

faltq_pg CCZH Me c‘a”ed(‘ ;“F ycx) uJQw't

at
Thanles a m;'”r“o@
Sett Mulliere
4206 My Elower Or.
Carlard , TX 75043

PS T Hiwk T fond @ minor .é:u\?

(Uno(OQ}man+0( feq‘fvrc-f) 1 the

gama{

designed the same way or for the same
market.

BB: You’ve known some highs that few other de-
velopers will ever get to know. I think about the
progression of something like Wolfenstein 3D,
DOOM and then Quake, and that was really
Sfoundational, brilliant stuff. You even created
the interface that is still standard for FPS’s to-
day. What exactly did you do on, say, DOOM?
JR: Well, yes, for all our games at id I was
usually only listed once, even though I
worked on many parts of the game and
company. On DOOM, I took Tom Hall’s
original designs and boiled them down to
the core of what the game was about—
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pure survival. Anything that slowed the
player down, I got rid of. Why did we need
lives? We didn’t—gone. Why score? I don’t
care about score—gone. Ammo, health,
armor—that’s it. So I did lots of game-
design work, not to mention level design.

I created the DOOM style of level design,
which is very different than Wolfenstein. We
were having trouble figuring out what the
game should look like, so I took that on and
figured it out. I did all of the first episode
levels, except level eight. I also programmed
the level editor, DoomEd, so we could make
the levels. In the codebase, I programmed
every flashing light, moving platform, door,
stairs, damaging slime and lava, and all the
other interactive world elements. I pro-
grammed loading and saving your game. I
did all audio direction and programmed the
music and sound effects into the game. I
recorded every demo for every id game until
I left. When an id game comes up and goes
into demo mode, that’s me playing. I posed
for the DOOM marine character on the
front of the box. I remember when our dis-
tributor had the DOOM boxes all made, but
not ready to ship—I went to the distributor
and loaded up a ton of boxes, and got them
off to our first customers so they could have
DOOM in time for Christmas. I loved what
I was doing, and I had that level of involve-
ment in every id game.

Lethal Labyrinth skeiches

BB: Tell us about that time. How did it feel to be
on the top of the game dev world?

JR: It was incredible. Having your game
loved by the press and fans is the goal of
most developers. At the time, though, we
were not aware of how deeply our impact
was felt because we were a very insular
group and worked constantly. We had few
contacts outside of our company because we
pushed most people away so we could focus
on our games. Getting out and meeting
and playing with fans of DOOM was the
most fun in the world. I felt on top of the
world back then, but not due to the media
attention. Bear in mind that I was pretty
poor at a few points in my life—so this was
just all so astounding to me. It was having
plenty of money so I never worried about
bills. T could drive awesome cars, live in a
spectacular house, and have ultimate fun
doing what I loved—that is the pinnacle. I
still have all the qualities I had back then,
with much more experience. When the
right team comes around, I think magic
will happen again.

BB: You’ve also known some lows no other devel-
oper has known. What bappened with Daika-
tana? [ know you’ve been dragged over several
sets of hot coals with this one already...

JR: That’s true. Some of those coals are
deserved, though.



BB: Like the infamous ad? John Romero wants
to....

JR: Yes, absolutely that ad. You know, I never
wanted to make you my bitch, not you, not
them, not any of the other players and, most
importantly, not any of my fans. Up until
that ad, I felt I had a great relationship with
the gamer and game development commu-
nity, and that ad changed everything. That
stupid ad. I regret it, and I apologize for it. I
mean, there were really two products with
Daikatana, right? One was its marketing

and hype and the other was the game. You
know, when the ad was first presented to me,
I knew it was risky, and I didn’t want to do
it. It didn’t make sense. I mean, there’s the
whole culture of smack talk that goes with
games and especially FPS’s, and that was
something I was known for. If you death-
matched me, if you even played a game

of foosball against me, I was so over the

top. And I wasn’t alone. At id, we smashed
shit—desks, monitors, keyboards, whatever.
It was part of the culture at the time. So,
while we all said shit to one another, it was
within context. Imagine if someone from
The Who went into their local music store
and started smashing guitars. A lot of people
would be thinking, “What the fuck? What
assholes!” On stage, in context, though, it’s
not only okay, but expected. So when this
smack-talk appeared in an ad, it was likewise
out of context. Not only that, but it was
something I would never say. It came off as
arrogant, insulting and grandiose. I should
have stopped it.

BB: But you didn’t.

JR: No, I didn’t, and I'm sorry for that.
While the game could have been better on
a number of levels, that ad and the hype
that preceded and followed it was clearly a
marketing failure and that was followed by
my failure to stop it. That’s what I mean by
the marketing of the game as a product unto
itself. I mean, just the other day on Twitter,
some guy brings up Daikatana kneepads. 1
mean, seriously. There was no such thing. I
have no idea where these things come from,
but it’s not the first time I’ve heard bizarre
things about it.

BB: So, you say you wished you'd stopped the ad,
but....

JR: Well, the first time I saw the ad was
when our head of marketing brought it to
me. His job was doing marketing for Ion,
and he had this huge image campaign going

on. You remember some of the ads, right?
You know, film strips with each of us on it.
He wanted lots and lots of hype to get us
fame, attention, anything to get some kind
of reaction from people. I didn’t think it was
necessary, but marketing and PR was his job,
so I gave him room to do it. I just wanted to
make games. So one day he comes up to me
and says, “Here’s the Daikatana ad we got
back from the [advertising agency].” It was
an interesting moment. I said, “Ah, I would
never say that, though.”

BB: Never say what?

JR: First of all, “I'll make you my bitch,”
and secondly, just randomly out of context
like that, never mind that it’s to a giant

You know, | NEVEF
wanted to make
vou my bitch, notvyou,
notthem, not any of the
other plavers and, most
importantly, not any of
my fans... That stupid ad.
I regretit, and | apologize
for it... You know, when the ad was first

presented to me, | knew itwas risky, and |
didn'twantto do it.

audience of potentially millions of people.
While death-matching, we said all kinds of
garbage, but I would never tell people that I
was going to make them my bitches. Ah, it
was such a cocky ad. I would just never say
that. I let myself get convinced, I guess. He
tells me that they spent a lot of time working
on it, and... all these other things. Eventu-
ally, he tells me not to “be a pussy”—that’s
his word, not mine—and to let him run

with it. Ultimately, it was the job I hired
him for, and I let him do it. But that was

the moment I should have said no. I should
have said fucking no. I've looked back on
that three-minute meeting a hundred times.
The person was fired a couple months later,
but by then, the ad’s damage had been done.
Even if I'd come out with a brilliant game, it
wouldn’t have mattered. The ad insulted
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nearly everyone who read it. It was a terrible
marketing decision. I apologize for letting
itloose in the first place. I wish it hadn’t
happened, and not just for what it did to me.
If T opened a magazine and saw somebody
randomly smack-talking me, I don’t imagine
I’'d relate to it well.

BB: It affects you, though, even years later. How
bas it affected you personally?

JR: Well, I'm resigned to it. There is no use
in challenging and fighting everyone that
puts the game down. I mean, it’s only one
of my games. I’ve made several games after
Daikatana and a bunch before. So, it doesn’t
really hurt anymore when I read negative
comments about the game—but sure, it

did. Making Daikatana was like any creative
work, and like it, love it or hate it, you own
it and care about it. At this point, it’s useless
to be upset, and I am generally just not that
kind of person anyway. I think the challeng-
ing time was in the beginning when the ads
broke and people had this visceral reaction
to them. It confirmed my suspicions, but I
couldn’t undo it.

BB: It’s the ad, I think, that set the stage for
bow the game was ultimately received. For my
thesis, I actually brought up Daikatana with
100 different people to get their responses. I
counted 100 negative responses in a row, and
not one of those people had actually played the
game.

JR: That doesn’t surprise me. That ad set
such a tone that only a game like Quake or
the original DOOM could have saved it. And
even then, they still would have been upset
with me. Ironically, I regularly get emails
from people saying that they enjoyed the
game and asking questions about it. I'm not
saying it didn’t have issues, and those were
mainly people having trouble targeting the
robotic mosquitoes and frogs on level one.
[They are barder to shoot than normal, big robots
because it’s an expert-level FPS.] The other
issue with the game was that the sidekick AT
wasn’t particularly robust. Ultimately, like
many games, it had its issues. Its largest issue
wasn’t its game-play, though. There were so
many issues with Daikatana that people don’t
know about. It’s a miracle the game was
released. I mean, you've made games under
some challenging circumstances, I know.
Everything was going wrong...

BB: So, what happened with it? What went

wrong?

JR: In a normal development world, you
work your ass off and make a fun game. You
do as good a job as you can do, and give it
everything you’ve got. All your energy goes
into the game. I breathed Wolfenstein 3D and
DOOM, and I loved every minute of it. So,
that’s a normal development world. Dai-
katana is the game you make during a war.
There’s no need to go into it now, I mean,
this happened years ago, right? But suffice
it to say that there were issues on the inside
and the outside. Half the team left. With
that kind of stuff surrounding the game, I
wasn’t working directly in the game. It was
a time of tremendous personal stress, and

“Formy thesis, linterwvi
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- EBrenda Brathwaite.
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that’s not the best way to make a game. It’s

a miracle it was released at all. I mean, all
kinds of things can go wrong at a company,
but ultimately, and to coin that stupid phrase,
the buck stops with me. I made some bad
decisions in marketing and in hiring. Those
decisions kept me from making a great game.
But Ion Storm did make some amazing
games, like Deus Ex and Anachronox, and I
remain proud of the people and the products
we produced there—including Daikatana.

BB: Yeah, so when I look at your ludography,
you're all over the place in every genre and
every platform. I know people associate you
with the FPS, but that is really just a fraction
of what you’ve done. This desire of yours to try
new things, did that factor into your break with
id? Did you want to do something other than an
FPS in the vein in which you had been work-



ing? It seems that id kept going in that same
direction.

JR: I didn’t leave id because I didn’t want to
make FPS’s anymore. Rather I left because
the company no longer had the tight collec-
tive hive-mind that it used to, and that cre-
ated arguments about our creative direction.
I wanted to do something really different
with Quake. When 1 left and created Daika-
tana, that was more of an effort to avoid risk
by sticking to the FPS formula and evolving
it a little. Making another FPS and evolving
it seemed less risky than doing something
completely different. After Ion Storm, I
made totally different games again.

BB: Let’s talk a bit about current development
opportunities. Some developers see Facebook and
iPhone development as the much smaller, bastard
child of the consoles. Others see it as the next big
thing. What’s your take?

JR: Anyone who laments the good ol’ days
(back in the ‘80s) when a lone programmer
could hammer out 6502 games and make
bank needs to wake up and realize it’s right
here, right now. There are so many mobile
devices that one coder can take advantage
of. Through my 30-year career, there has
always been a market for lone programmer
games. Always.

I think mobile devices are definitely the
future. While at Monkeystone, I was formu-
lating strategies about how large IP holders
should be implementing designs of those
properties in the mobile space. Looking
down on mobile game development or social
game development is patently ridiculous.

360/PS3/Wii that costs $40 million. Let’s
say you’re on that team. You get a decent
salary. And that’s about it. Your game goes
out and sells millions of copies and the
company says, “Hey, thanks, you’re fired,”
or (if you're lucky) “Hey, thanks, start on
the sequel.” Contrast that situation with
the scenario of making your own Facebook
and iPhone game (integrated together),
putting it on the App Store and Facebook,
and making yourself several thousand a
month. Let’s say that game took you three
months. You can pump out four of these
per year, and you get to manage everything
yourself. No getting fired. No wonder-

ing about royalties. It’s all yours. Wake up
whenever you like. Work only with your
best friends. How is that not a dream job
compared to the typical situation? How can
any rational person look down on that way
of life? Granted, that success is not as easy

“lon Storm made
s0me amazing
games, like Deus
Ex and Anachro-
nox, and |l remain
proud of the people
and the products
we produced
there—including
Daikatana.™

-John Romera

Anyvone who laments the good ol’ davs (back in the ‘80s)
when a lone programmer couvld hammer out 6502 games and make
bank needs to wake up and realize it’s right here, right
NOW. There are so many mobile devices that one coder can take

advantage of. Through my 30-vear career, there has alwavys been A
market forlone programmer games. Always.
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Some hardcore game developers may not see
the market, but that is slowly changing. The
incredible money to be made in social games
and mobile games is waking up certain
people and companies.

Think about this: A huge, 100-person
development team makes a game for the

as I imply here. You need a great game first,
but the lure of this type of development—
the rapid iteration, the small teams—is
highly attractive to many.

BB: Do you think you arrived early with Mon-
keystone? >

GAMESAUCE = SPRING 2010

33



2.071:98

n
" - LASER G
n — " L
" -_— " n
L] L

KL AL THEE

@ PhkFENG mece FIELD ATER@ DES

& e ]
. Jrtauns Frama s Sauane G
susoss avwe C6-oeas)

HeY08 ¢ P Bt PR

I8 pitn a7

moa T

oatrey

Ty

¥ e’

% 0k o Stase

Ly, 3o

CAERE -t

Tl A B
s AER waiTimane
SR LTy

S{tms Batarmt]

Mach-Six source code for moving aliens

34 GAMESAUCE = SPRING 2010

@ Tsveraw

JR: In a sense, we arrived too late. I remem-
ber talking to Mitch Lasky at GDC in 1999
and he told me he was going to leave Activi-
sion and start a mobile game company. He
did that and started Jamdat in 2000, prob-
ably a year and a half earlier than I started
Monkeystone. Jamdat produced some of the
earliest mobile games (Snake and Gladiator)
on archaic handsets, but in 2005 Mitch sold
the company to EA for $680 million.

Monkeystone’s purpose never was to
become a huge mobile game developer/
publisher. I just wanted to make games with
Tom [Hall] and be able to code all day long.
The mobile arena was really exciting to me,
and I wanted to explore it. I really didn’t
want to deal with the business aspect person-
ally, and that’s the reason Monkeystone
never really took off. I ported our games to
other platforms (PC, PocketPC, Mac, Linux,
GBA) to get more revenue, but we just didn’t
have the business experience needed to really
rocket ourselves to the next level.

BB: They say you have near perfect experiential
recall of game-play experiences going back to the
1970s—but that you can’t remember the name
of the guy you’re going to meet for dinner on
Saturday. Consequently, your memory is now the
subject of some big study. Were you even aware
that your memory was somebow “special”?
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JR: Well, growing up and learning how to
code and make games, I definitely didn’t
think my memory was any different than
anyone else’s. But as time goes on, I notice
how much people have forgotten, and it
doesn’t make sense to me because it’s so
fresh in my mind, the things I’ve seen and
done. If my memory were made of DRAM
chips, it would have failed probably 10 years
ago, even with constant current applied. But
the human brain can remember everything
if you recall it often enough—even with just
a little refresh now and then. And that’s what
T’ve done over the years: telling my stories,
remembering games and people’s names, and
caring for the history of my chosen art form.

BB: Do you think your memory has belped you
make games?

JR: My memory has definitely helped my
games, because when you’re trying to in-
novate, you really need to know if you are
innovating and not just reinventing. Know-
ing so much about so many games makes it
easy for me to cross-check new ideas against
old ones.

BB: You've taken interest in non-digital games.
Do you think the non-digital art-game you’ve
worked on is something you will eventually
release?




JR: Yes, I think so. And there will most likely
be more non-digital games—just because it’s
something that interests me, and I haven’t
done it before. Maybe I can do something
different there.

When | started ION STORM,
itwas as a design-first
studio, and thatwas when
I declared, “Desighn Is
Law.”™
BT

BB: What is your single greatest moment in the
industry?

JR: My single greatest moment had to be

the release of DOOM. But there are so many
other moments close to that for me: like pro-
gramming in Objective C on NeXTSTEP
computers for the first time—it blew me
away. Or cranking out the game Dangerous
Dave PC in one month with all three video
modes supported and changeable at any time,
and seeing that 73K game survive for de-
cades and enjoyed by so many people (I still
get fan mail about it). Then there’s the first
time I got the Hyperspace Delivery Boy game
map up on the screen and scrolled it around
by dragging my stylus on the PocketPC
screen. Or maybe even the first lo-res pixel

I put on the screen on my Apple ITin 6502
assembly language back in 1982.

BB: People look at the work you did with Fobn
Carmack, and they see the brilliance there. I
think they sense that if you and Fobn could only
work together again, there would be magic once
more. So I bave to ask: Will you and Fobn ever
make a game together again?

JR: T have no doubt that if John and I decided
to make another game it would be fresh
and new and awesome. We’ve both grown a
lot in the past 14 years and have a lot more
experience, not only in game development
but also in dealing with people and game
teams. Many times you hear of musical
groups getting back together after decades
apart, and when they try to work together
again everything explodes and falls apart
because of personality issues and hubris. I
really don’t think that would happen with
John and me.

BB: “Design is Law” is a quote attributed to you.
What do you mean by that?

JR: Ever since Pac-Man, I have known that
design is the real, true reason why we play
games. Sure, a game must have a technology
that is appropriate, and not out of balance
with the design. They work hand in hand.
Close to the end of Quake’s development, I
saw the writing on the wall. All the hard
programming that Carmack and Abrash did
for Quake was going to be replaced by 3D
video cards—all the rasterization of textured
polygons with lighting, the calculations,

etc. I knew that rendering engines were one
of id’s strengths, but I knew competition
was going to come fast and hard after 3D
was available to every developer. So what
differentiates us at that point? Design. It
always has. When I started Ion Storm, it was
as a design-first studio, and that was when I
declared, “Design Is Law.”

BB: It’s been over 30 years, Jobn. So many
people burn out. Why are you still here?

JR: 'm here because I love playing games, I
love making games, and I love learning new
things. If I wasn’t learning something new
every time I made a new game, I would not
be here today. There’s also a lot of reward
in sticking around, and learning so much,
and integrating it into everything I already
know. In addition to the new, I also value
very highly where we came from. I like
being able to speak across the entire range
of the industry with authority, because I've
been there and done that. Ultimately, it’s
because I love games, I love making them.
And, you know, I want to make the player

a star.

| shut off the recording on my iPhone, and
we're done. He hands me a controller and

says, “Want to play?” It's the original Chrono
Trigger running on a tiny television, and the
controller and the world feel at once both
welcoming and wonderful. | notice there is a
wall of code on the iMac to my left. | look at
it, and he smiles. | take the controller, and he
watches me play, reminding me of the parts
of the game | have since forgotten. We are in
his office, surrounded by games, by artifacts
of his career, and by games the world has yet
to see. | give the controller back to him after a
while, and | watch him play. There is some-
thing wonderful here, | think: that anyone
could be around this medium long enough to
have embraced its success and its sorrows,
its fans and its developers, and still so genu-
inely, deeply love games. "
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IN A WRITER'S

PERFECT WORLD

by Rhianna Pratchett

debated whether to use the term writer in the title of this article,

even though it’s the shorthand summary of what I do. As my

industry years tick on, I’ve come to realize that applying the term

to the act of creating narrative in games isn’t completely accu-
rate—or at least it shouldn’t be if narrative professionals are being
used to their full potential. Story in games is about much more than
just those pesky, wordy bits, which writers are often hired to sprinkle
on (when someone remembers). Done right, story is about building a
game-world in which narrative saturates every facet—not just what is
spoken or read.

For now I will use the term writer, but I ask that you keep the
above caveat in mind as I mentally draw for you what I believe to be a
writer’s perfect game development world. It’s important to note that
this perspective is heavily writer-biased, offered in contrast to the
norm merely in the hope of encouraging realistic change.

IN THE BEGINNING THERE WAS THE WORD

It starts as worlds often do, right back at the beginning,
in the vastness of space where an embryo of a game
idea explodes into being, and begins to take on shape
and substance. Ideally that’s where a writer would be.
Because that’s where narrative creators need to be: at the
genesis. (Okay, so from a personal perspective, maybe

I could cope with being left out of the initial big bang,

just as long as I was there early enough to be able to say a

few years down the line, “I remember when this was all
Nazis with laser beams!”)

If you get a hundred game writers into a room (and I'm
not entirely sure that there #7¢ a hundred game writers),
the one thing they will agree on is that writers are often
brought into the development process too late. I hear
about far too many scenarios in which the developers
have all but built the story house prior to bringing in
an actual writer, leaving only enough room for the poor
wordsmith to tinker with every 23rd brick. Even worse
than that is Weekend at Bernie’s narrative creation. This
is where a writer is hired so late in the project that all
they can do is put a bit of make-up on the story and
jiggle it around a bit, trying to give it a sense of life.
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Viewing narrative as something that can just be slotted

in is one of the fundamental reasons why story in games
has often garnered a reputation akin to being the weird
kid in the playground who collects gravel and smells of
ham. A surprising number of developers I’ve met, talked
to, heard of, and even (occasionally) worked with, have
regarded narrative with a mixture of bemusement, skep-
ticism and sometimes even barely-concealed hostility.
No other facet of game development generates such a re-
sponse. Perhaps that is why I get so many inquiries ask-
ing me how much it will cost for me to write X thousand
lines and X other documents in an X timeframe. They
might as well be starting their queries: “Hello, story ro-
bot!” I understand that there’s some box-checking going
on here, but treating writing as if it is something where
all the Xs are pre-defined and obvious for every project
and genre suggests a fundamental lack of understand-
ing about how narrative should work. I can’t help but
wonder: If story isn’t respected at its creation, and given
adequate time and attention, then how do we ever expect
it to be respected when it comes out the other side?

IT'SNOT JUST WHAT YOU'VE GOT—IT'S HOW

YOU WIGGLE IT
It’s somewhat comforting to see that the questions I'm
often asked about game narrative have moved on from
“Do games need proper stories?” to which the indus-
try’s answer seems to be a resounding “Yes”—at least
for titles in which story is established as an important
component. It is, however, extremely disturbing that I
still get asked whether games need professional writers.
If you have narrative in a game, then why would you ever
consider that it should be done by someone who is not a
professional writer? It’s like getting the man who fixes
the vending machines to do your programming.

But that aside, the role of the game writer is on the
rise, which brings me to what I think is one of the most
pertinent issues concerning their evolution: What to
do with them once you’ve got them. Writers can be



valuable tools (and multi-faceted ones at that) but if they
aren’t wielded correctly the results can be disastrous for
all involved.

Writers are too often kept on a project’s periphery, shut
away from the team and even the game itself. It’s as if
developers believe that they can put instructions and
money into one end of a little writer-box and words will
come out the other. This mainly happens with contract
writers, although I've certainly heard of it happening
with staff writers as well. I can only deduce that it occurs
because companies aren’t entirely sure how to work with
writers, or worse—because writers themselves aren’t be-
ing assertive enough to change this perspective.

COMING OUT OF THE BOX

In a perfect world, the writer would be let out of the box
on a regular basis and allowed to roam free with the
rest of the team. With contract writers it may be a little
more difficult to get that one-on-one level of commu-
nication every day, but all writers should spend some
time in the studio, establishing the requirements of the
material and interacting with the team. Technology has
made the world a much smaller place, and through IM,
conference calling, Skype and onsite visits, there’s no
reason why writers can’t be kept in the loop.

Thankfully, elements of this ideal scenario have hap-
pened on some of my projects—QOuverlord and Overlord
II being prime examples. Although the developers (Tri-
umph Studios) are based in Delft, in the Netherlands, I
had regular contact with all the level designers on the
project along with the game and audio directors. That
meant that the level scripts could each be individually
finessed to meet the needs of both story and game-play.

Since the designers were involved and helped shape the
story, they didn’t feel they had a script just dumped on
them. They could come to me any time they wanted
changes, and I would continue to iterate until we had
something that we both felt happy with. It’s vital to cre-
ate an environment where everyone feels that narrative
is working for the needs of the project and not against
them.

Having multiple contacts on the team also meant that
no one person became a bottleneck while focusing his
or her attentions elsewhere. While the person respon-
sible for overall game direction should be a regular
contact for a writer, making him or her the oz/y contact
is fraught with danger. Scripts often need constant at-
tention, in line with the rest of the project, so having a
person who can provide the writer with daily updates is
incredibly beneficial.

Pairing a writer with a specific narrative designer can
often have good results in getting successful integra-

tion between game-play and narrative. For those who
are less familiar with the role, narrative designers are
usually responsible for defining the mechanics by which
the narrative is delivered, along with helping to create
the story and working as a general sounding board and
writer wrangler. After working with a great narrative
designer on one of my current projects, I'm a complete
champion for having that role in place.

But creating this perfect world cannot be accomplished
unilaterally. It is not just up to the developers to define a
writer’s role and how they are used within the project—
the writers share the responsibility for making the perfect
world a reality. This is one reason I believe that game
writers should be game players as well. It’s essential that
they be aware of the medium, including its history, its
various genres and platform needs, along with its con-
straints, abilities and uniquely powerful way of delivering
story. If writers want more respect for narrative and the
people who create it, then writers must reciprocate with
respect for the medium. In demonstrating that respect
and understanding, we teach others how to treat us.

WRITE BRAINED

Along with being brought in early and being properly
integrated into a team, a writer’s perfect world would
also include better acceptance of and accommodation
for how writers actually work to create good narra-
tive. Writers are traditionally intuitive in nature. They
seldom come up with ideas in a sequential order and
are usually more big-picture oriented. They tend to
mirror the mental make-up of artists more than design-
ers, whose mind-set often (although not always) veers
towards more analytical, objective and logical ways of
thinking. (Is it any wonder, then, that writers and de-
signers often butt heads? Or that the needs of narrative
and the needs of game-play seldom align?)

It’s essential for those in charge of narrative to develop
their own understanding of the way a narrative game
world should work. With this aim in mind, writers often
produce reams of documents on characters, themes,
journeys and every facet of the story-scape. Even if play-
ers only see the tip of the iceberg, everything below the
surface must be created and understood in order to fully
support it.

But be warned: Often team members are not prepared
for the narrative deluge, and consequently documents
can largely go unread (a problem I’'m constantly trying
to address). The solution seems to be: reduce, reduce,
reduce. Game writers usually start by writing a lot and
then transcribing it into more palatable forms. If this
fails to get team members to read the narrative, then
perhaps you should consider laminating your docu-
ments and putting them on the backs of the doors on the
restroom stalls. >
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CREATION AND CULL OF NARRATIVE BABIES

A vitally important component of a writer’s perfect
world is more time given to the actual writing process.
Ideally, bringing a writer on sooner will allow that to
happen, but far too many developers seem to believe that
creating solid narrative ideas should be done with the
speed it takes to simply flap your hands at a keyboard
and type words—any words.

Writing is re-writing, and nowhere is that more the

case than in games. Even the most prolific Hollywood
screenwriters don’t get things right first time; they draft
and re-draft. But in the games industry, writers are
given shockingly little time to actually write, and often
they find themselves working within a timeframe drawn
up by someone who has no knowledge of the writing
process.

As development changes and scenes, characters and
maybe even levels get cut, the story must adapt to fit
those changes. This is the nature of writing for games.
Unfortunately, writers are often given their last pay slip
and booted out the door after their supposed “last” draft,
long before development-based re-writes are required.
In many cases, the team will decide to address these
rewrites themselves rather than bring back the writer(s)
who actually created the narrative in the first place.

Good writers are more than capable of doing re-writes
and killing their own babies. And what’s more, we know
how to wield the knife a lot more effectively than most
developers. We will not feel the need to hang on to all
of our ideas because we know we can come up with new
(and probably better) ones. Story is a constantly evolving
beast, which is why whomever is holding the narrative
whip needs to be involved the entire way through. Narra-
tive is often at the mercy of many other factors, and the
ability to be flexible and roll with the punches is a basic
survival skill for any good writer.

But let’s be honest: Writers can also be tough to work
with sometimes. Shaping narrative to fit a game is often
a brutal process that requires you to kick your ego out
the door and develop a skin like old boots. Not always
easy for the best of us. But deadlines and constraints are
an uncomfortable reality and everyone needs to work in
the same direction—even if the route writers take is a
little less familiar to the rest of the team.

WRITE HERE, WRITE NOW

Since I first started working in the industry back in 1998,
things have definitely improved for game storytelling
and storytellers. I've been lucky enough to see glimpses
of my perfect world on many projects I've worked on,
but this is certainly not the norm. This brings me back
to my opening assertion that game writing is about more
than script. It’s something more akin to a Swiss-army-
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knife, a multi-faceted craft that touches on many aspects

of game creation, from script and design to animation,
art and audio.

At the moment, the industry is underutilizing its writers
and compromising its storytelling potential. There are
individual exceptions, and this year’s WGA award for
games script-writing definitely celebrates some of them.
But if story is an integral part of the game then it needs
to be treated with the importance of any other part of
development.

And that’s really what I believe a writer’s perfect world

is all about: Respect. Respect for narrative, for the nar-
rative process, and for narrative creators. To summarize,
ideally that should manifest in several ways:

> Time — Getting a writer in early and actually
allowing enough time to write and develop the
narrative of the game world.

> Agency — Giving your writer a key role in a game’s
narrative creation (and culling) rather than mere-
ly hiring him or her to pen your brilliant story.

> Attention — Making sure that narrative is never ne-
glected at any time throughout the development
cycle and that it has a dedicated team of profes-
sionals backing it up.

My view of a writer’s perfect world isn’t about pushing
story to the forefront or saying it should usurp game-
play; it’s about weaving it together with game design
and truly recognizing it as a valuable component of the
creation process and overall gaming experience. This

is what bas to happen if we seek to make games like
Bioshock and Mass Effect more commonplace. Such stellar
games are not created by accident—those responsible
have come to embrace what game writers have long been
pitching: Story matters. “J
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CASUAL GAMES HEAD EAST

Eastern Europe Becomes Prime Location for Development and Distribution

by Tatiana Chernova

ccording to the Casual Games Association, game
developers in Russia, Belarus and Ukraine have
produced between 30 and 40 percent of the PC casual
games on the international market today. As of 2010,
Eastern European developers are well-represented on the lists of
the top-selling games on the largest North American portals in-
cluding Big Fish Games, RealGames, AOL, Yahoo! Games, MSN
and others. Moreover, casual games are not by any means the only
example of the success of Eastern European developers. Russian
software companies also are enjoying good sales in the West,
including programs for text recognition, dictionaries, machine
translation, anti-virus protection, and other solutions.

HISTORY OF EASTERN EUROPEAN GAME
DEVELOPMENT

It hasn’t always been this way. Only 15 years ago, the

list of world-famous Russian computer games contained
just one title with a

TETAIS, created by

of the Slavic socialist

funny reversed letter in its name:
Alexey Pazhitnov. Dichard fans
gaming industry could find

only one other Rus- sian game, Su-27 Flanker, from

Moscow-based Eagle Dynamics; but at the

time, there was no Eastern European game market

to speak of.

That situation
In 1998, when

gaming industry

would soon change.

Western dominance of the

seemed unshakable and

the market for casual games had not yet

taken shape, an economic crisis hit Russia,

leading to a
the CD ver-

prices, in turn,

sharp drop in the prices of

sions of games. These low

made the development of

large games economically impractical.

Many developers from the post-Soviet states turned to online sales
of small games which could be written quickly and could turn

a quick profit (thanks to customers in the West). The pioneers

in this area were the Russian companies Alawar Entertainment,
KraiSoft Entertainment and Puzzle Lab. Today, over 100 develop-
ers and publishers in Russia, Belarus and Ukraine are taking this
approach.

At the same time, the North American market was finally
beginning to emerge. The releases weren’t called casual games,
however, but shareware. One of the difficulties that teams from
the former USSR encountered was that, as a rule, Western
publishers wouldn’t work with Russian developers or take them
seriously. (Almost ten years would pass before this would change.)
This attitude was, in large part, due to the fact that independent
developers in the former Soviet countries would create games in
their spare time, meaning their work was perceived as a hobby.
However, when the first attempts to sell casual games online were
successful in 1999 and 2000, companies in Russia started to treat
the market more seriously and turned cheir hobbies into full-time
businesses. As a result, the first professional teams specializing
in the development, publishing and distribution of casual games
appeared.

ALAWAR: A RUSSIAN CASE STUDY
The history of Alawar Entertainment, for example, began with a
big—but unsuccessful—retail strategy game titled Svarog. At first,
everything was coming together well, but then the financial crisis
forced the developers to release an unpolished product.

The situation was typical for the time. The cconomic crash
buried the hopes of many programmers who were dreaming of
becoming the next Richard Garriott or Sid Meier, and the Russian
gaming industry all but died. However, these adverse conditions
taught people how to make games without spending six figures
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to produce them. In order to fill their niche in the world market,
without the support of large publishers, Russian developers relied
on their resiliency, strength and abilities to survive and to create
games in challenging conditions.

At the time, Alawar consisted of five game enthusiasts-turned-
employees, who worked more for pleasure than for money.
However, a move into the publishing space brought the studio its
long sought-after success, and by 2002, Alawar’s specialists had
figured out how to optimize their cash flow and minimize risks.
This breakthrough led to the publication of the three-dimensional
breakout game, Magic Ball, which was not only a commercially
successful project but also a genuine breakthrough for Russian
game development. Magic Ball put Alawar on the map in foreign
markets and showed the company’s Western partners how lucra-
tive cooperation with Eastern European studios could be.

ASSESSING THE EASTERN EUROPEAN
DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITY

The development of a casual game is not a cheap pleasure, as
making one typically costs $50,000 to $500,000. But consider
this: In Eastern European countries (Russia, Belarus, Ukraine),
a game can be made for half that amount without sacrificing any

number of high-caliber engineers, mathematicians and

programmers. Today, Russia is first in the world in the
number of science and engineering students, contrib-
uting 50 percent of the students in those disciplines
worldwide. (By comparison, the U.S. and Japan have
contributed 20 percent each).

One of the most important

note of the casual games industry at the start of

the 21st century is its mobility— game develop-

ment today can be done virtually

characteristics to

anywhere. The

R

intellectual resources in demand in the West, for example, are
located near numerous scientific centers in Russia, Belarus and
Ukraine, including the cities of Krasnoyarsk, Novosibirsk, Irkutsk,
Nizhny Novgorod, Dnepropetrovsk, Kaliningrad and others
where universities and technical colleges are located.

Likewise, it is not necessary for a developer to be located in
Moscow, Kyiv or New York in order to make a commercially
successful product. When developing Farm Frenzy, for instance,
Kirill Plotnikov, Vice President of Publishing at Alawar, worked
in Novosibirsk, Russia while keeping in constant contact with
the developers at Alawar Melesta in Minsk, Belarus—a six hour
flight away. The same approach was used in porting the Nin-
tendo DS version of Farm Frenzy. Part of the team labored in
Siberia, while another part worked in Bangkok, Thailand (where
NorthPole Studio is located). The distance did not affect the
quality of the product. The world has become smaller thanks to
the Internet.

DISTRIBUTION IN EASTERN EUROPE

Meanwhile, the Western casual games market has become over-
saturated, and growth rates have begun to slow. The solution?
Develop international markets! To begin working online, a com-

++ of its world-class quality. Case in point: Such hits as Farm Frenzy, pany needs a portfolio of successful casual games and the ability
++'|' Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, Fishdom, Supercow, GardenScapes and to adapt them to local markets, a process that includes managing
EE ) many others were developed in Eastern Europe. payment methods, localization and distribution channels. The
+++.|. There’s nothing magical about this. The quality of the prod- industry is ready for this kind of expansion and is already getting
* ++ Py ucts Russian developers produce can be traced back to the level good results. The Russian market for casual games, for example,
++++ of education afforded Eastern European developers. As the most grew by 500 percentin 2007 and by 160 percent in 2008. In 2009,
++++ literate country in the world, the USSR produced a large Alawar began to sell casual games in Poland, Ukraine, Finland

and several other countries, and in the near future it will intro-
duce its games to the people of the Czech Republic and Israel.
Does the Slavic game development industry have a future?
I believe it does, primarily because the workforce in Eastern
Europe is well-trained. Just look at the results of the International
Olympiads for computers! At the ACM ICPC programming
championship last spring, three out of four gold medals went to
Russian teams. So have no doubt that Russia, Ukraine and other
Eastern European countries hold more undiscovered Pazhitnovs

capable of changing the gaming industry. P
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PRODUCERS :

Essential Glue for any Project or Useless Bags of Meat?

by Kenn Hoekstra and Dan Magaha

he job title “producer” has no consistent

meaning in video game development. Ask

anyone who works in the industry and you

can be sure they’ll have their own unique idea
of what a producer is and what he or she does. To some,
“producer” is a title worthy of great respect and admira-
tion. To others, “producer” is a four-letter word.

The reality is that production responsibilities vary at
every game development studio and at every game pub-
lisher. Producer duties can range from low-level gopher
and note-taker to spreadsheet-wielding taskmaster to
high-powered battlefield commander.

For this article, we will focus on producers who work
at the developer level in a project management capacity.
So what do these producers do? According to Blizzard
Entertainment Senior Producer Alex Mayberry, at a
very high level, a producer’s job is to “ship the product
on time, within budget and of the highest quality, with
100% retention of all team members after the product
ships.”

Oh, is that all? Piece of cake, right?
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FIVE KEY PRODUCER ROLES
Developer producers play many roles, great and small,
over the course of a project. Five of the most critical
roles include:

> Project Manager

> Champion

> Communicator

> Counselor

> Problem-solver

There are, of course, many other duties a producer may
perform, and producers often share responsibilities
with other team leaders in fulfilling these roles. That
said, a good producer will excel in one or more of these
five areas, helping to keep a project on track and its
team healthy and focused. Producers who fare poorly
in these key roles get in the way of production, creating
roadblocks and bottlenecks rather than removing them.
Unfortunately, when producers do their jobs well, it
often goes unnoticed—everything “just works.” A bad
producer, however, can grind even the most talented
team to a screeching halt.

Let’s look at these five key production roles and how,
in the course of performing them, a good producer can
push a team and a project to great heights and a bad one
can simply push them off a cliff.
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El1. PROJECT MANAGER

If you’re not a producer, chances are you see producers
as those guys who fiddle around in MS Project all day
(or, if you’re one of those new age shops, those who plan
“sprints” and manipulate Post-It notes on a whiteboard.)
To be sure, a lot more goes into this role than just car-
rying a clipboard and checking off completed tasks. A
producer needs to assess and mitigate risk, plan mile-
stones, and allocate the right people to the right tasks.
While all of these are extremely important jobs, being a
great producer is so much more than being armed with a
Gantt chart.

Good producers manage projects by empowering
their leads to make decisions and to schedule their own
department’s tasks and people. More importantly, a good
producer holds the leads accountable for these decisions
and schedules. A good producer will buy back time in the
product schedule when a publisher decision or unfore-
seen problem causes delays. As these circumstances are
often beyond the team’s control, a good producer will
make sure the team isn’t penalized for them.

Good producers know the difference between short,
focused bursts of crunch and a death march, and they
recognize that personal time and trust are a team’s most
valuable commodities. They don’t squander them.

Bad producers often give in to the temptation of micro-
management. They don’t empower their leads and often
attempt to function as lead designer, artist, or program-
mer to make decisions and put their “personal stamp” on
the game. A bad producer makes schedules and schedul-
ing decisions without consulting the leads or the team
and doesn’t take responsibility for the consequences of
those decisions.

Bad producers are frequently coaxed into mandating
crunches that don’t have reasonable, quantifiable goals.
These kinds of crunches often turn into death march-
es—net negative multipliers to productivity over the
long term as they poison morale, prompt turnover and
absenteeism, and increase error rates in the work that is

performed.

El?. CHAMPION

Another classic producer stereotype—albeit one which is
rooted in reality—is that of the glory-hog. This is a pro-
ducer who’s always tap dancing for upper management,
taking credit for the team’s work and making innumer-
able promises the team will later be expected to fulfill.

Negative connotations aside, the fact is all projects
need a champion—someone who sings the praises of the
team and the project to upper management, the press
and/or investors. Someone who lives and breathes the
project, and who can demo the game in his or her sleep.
Someone who will talk your ear off about how great the
team is, and who can bury you with a litany of the game’s
features.

Producers don’t always fill this role—sometimes a
creative director or lead designer (or even an artist or
engineer!) can be a champion. More often than not, how-
ever, the biggest champion is likely to be the producer
because it’s the producer who is generally reporting on
progress to upper management.

Good producers accept praise on behalf of the team and
never fail to recognize individuals on the team, who have
been especially valuable. At the same time, the champion
shields individuals on the team from direct scrutiny or
criticism that comes from above. A good producer cham-
pions his team members to make sure they are being
treated fairly.

Bad producers hog the limelight and throw individuals
under the bus when the project isn’t performing up to
expectations. A bad producer is the antithesis of a true
champion because he is the first to take credit, but the
last to take the blame.

A champion (and good producer) accepts responsibil-

ity, but also shares praise. >
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3. COMMUNICATOR

It has been said that good project managers spend 90% of
their time communicating. For developer producers, that
number may even seem a little low some weeks! Produc-
ers need to practice and foster good communication with
their teams and with all levels of their organizations for
their projects to succeed. Communication skills, like any
other skill, can be practiced and honed, yet many produc-
ers ignore these aspects of their jobs entirely.

Producers need to solicit input from the experts on
their teams, and harvest feedback about the efficacy of
development practices from a representative swath of
their teammates. They must close loops, disseminate
critical information, and catch those ad-hoc hallway
discussions that turn into critically important design
meetings. Producers who sit in their offices playing with
spreadsheets behind closed doors don’t do their projects
or their teams much good.

Good producers listen more than they talk. They do
not issue ultimatums to their teams. Good producers
constantly look for new tools to improve the culture of
communication and collaboration on their teams, but
recognize that there is no substitute for walking the halls
and talking to their team members. They touch base
with their leads and individual team members regularly
to disseminate important information, to gauge their
concerns and, perhaps most importantly, to make sure
their team members are talking to each other.

On the subject of communication, Relic Entertain-
ment’s Raphael van Lierop says: “Listen for ambiguity,
and stamp it out. Be clear when communicating with
others and when setting goals for your team. Don’t leave
goals and deliverables open for interpretation—by doing
so you're putting people in a position where they will
probably waste effort because they don’t understand what
you're looking for.”

Bad producers hoard information and dispense it on a
need-to-know basis in an attempt to consolidate power.
Ironically, many information hoarders relish claiming
to have an open door policy—because their ineffectual
communication skills necessitate it! However, it doesn’t
take long for a team to recognize these kinds of produc-
ers, and typically one or more grassroots “back channels”
develop behind closed doors and via email and IM. Savvy
developers recognize these toxic symptoms as signs of an
unhealthy project culture which can trigger further divi-

sion or even attrition.
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4. COUNSELOR

Unless you’ve discovered some magic combination of
being extremely good, lucky and/or oblivious, odds are
you've experienced “team drama” during the course of a
development project. For the majority of us, the reality
is that game development is a stressful endeavor that can
take its toll on individuals, friendships, and even mar-
riages. This shouldn’t be a surprise when you consider
the #1 reason that most of us pursue game development:
a creative passion to make great games.

So what happens when many passionate people enter a
construct designed to put limitations and constraints on
that passion? Tough decisions and politics invariably lead
to hurt feelings and misunderstandings. This emotional
maelstrom is where many projects live and die.

For better or worse, producers often find themselves
acting as counselors for their teams. Why? Because as
project managers and champions, producers are usually
in a position to make decisions and effect change. For
that reason, when team members have a problem, it’s not
surprising that they come looking for their producer to
solve it.

Good producers take the time to get to know their team
members. They learn what motivates and frustrates them,
what their strengths and weaknesses are, and generally
what kinds of individuals they are. Good producers are
willing to listen to team members to let them vent and
complain. They can offer feedback and solutions when
asked, but most important, they simply offer to listen.
Good producers help prevent burnout by making sure
team members have the time and flexibility to balance
their personal lives and their health against the demands
of their jobs.

Bad producers simply take their cues from classic busi-
ness stereotypes. They don’t care about getting to know
the team because in their eyes, the team is simply a group
of interchangeable resources. Some bad producers mean
well, but they go overboard when wearing the counselor
hat. By attempting to “fix” interpersonal issues, they too
often end up making more of a mess than the one they
were trying to clean up. The rule of thumb here is you

can fix processes, not people.



Ml5. PROBLEM-S0OLYER

Game development is not an exact science. You can
be certain that even with the most experienced devel-
opment teams, no two product development cycles are
alike. Even the best producers, leads and developers can’t
anticipate everything. Let’s face it—there are going to be
problems.

You're going to have problems with the publisher.
Problems with team members. Problems with milestones.
Problems with staffing. Problems with equipment. Per-
sonal problems. Software problems. Hardware problems.
Problems that range from bumps in the road to minor
detours to serious roadblocks. When these problems
inevitably arise, it’s often the producer’s job to clean up
the mess. How he or she goes about doing this is what
separates the good producers from the bad.

Good producers remove roadblocks and requisition
critical resources for their leads to keep the team work-
ing at full capacity. A good producer can generally try
to anticipate and head off many project problems before
they happen.

“Great producers see puzzles, not problems,” says
industry veteran, producer, and engineer Brian Hook.

“Every major problem a development team has is some
kind of puzzle, and you can address it many different
ways. There are puzzles every day, and great producers
see all of this as an interesting challenge, not as a direct
assault on their being.”

How does a producer identify problems? “Ask good
questions,” says Relic Entertainment Producer Raphael
van Lierop. “Good questions are ones that expose as-
sumptions and help clarify real problems versus per-
ceived ones. Asking good questions is the only way you’ll
understand the intricacies of your project and people to
the degree needed to optimize efforts, solve problems,
and anticipate risks.”

Bad producers are reactionary. They don’t anticipate
problems; they run into them, bouncing from one is-
sue to another like a pinball in a pinball machine. Bad
producers find themselves “fixing” the same issues
multiple times. They take pride in “being a firefighter,”
rather than preventing fires by watching for smoke. Bad
producers often forsake finesse in favor of brute force.
Rather than a puzzle solver, they become a hammer that
sees every problem as a nail.

SUMMARY

More than any other position in this business, a pro-
ducer’s job is almost entirely about leading people—the
engines of our truly chaotic, creative medium. And while
those engines are exceptionally powerful, they can also
be equally unpredictable and volatile. Most of the job
boils down to soft skills and management, much of which
can be taught, and some of which rests on a person’s in-
nate feel for leadership.

The best producers never stop trying to learn how to
do it better. They never stop looking for new approaches,
techniques and tools. They constantly analyze their own
performance and demand personal excellence, knowing
they cannot expect more from others than they expect
from themselves. They take stock of the gaps in their
knowledge and experience and develop plans to fill those
gaps—or they surround themselves with strong, smart
people who can fill gaps for them.

Producers are truly the force multipliers of game
development: a bad one can weigh down even the most
stalwart of teams, and a good one can help a mediocre
team raise its game. But so much of a producer’s potential
is tied to underlying factors like the team dynamic, past
history, studio management—and of course, the indi-
vidual leads and managers at a company. Even the most
elite producer is likely to fail if these critical elements
aren’t aligned.

Regardless of whether your project is a troubled mess
or a finely-oiled machine, what any producer caz do is
recognize these roles and learn to embody them (and
when to put them away!). P

Special thanks to Jason West, Alex Mayberry, Raphael van
Lierop and Brian Hook for their contributions to the content of
this article.
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Hi, I'm Jake Simpson, I've worked on
the Sims and arcade games and a few
other things, and so that's me.

Hi, I'm Tom Forsyth. So what have | done? I've
written graphics cards drivers, middleware for
games and now | make graphic cards again.

Hi, I'm Steve Theodore:Technical Art
Director, and I've been around for
about 14 years in this business. l am

currently at Bungie. I'm the Technical

art director there.



TALES FROM THE TRENCHES

Three guys, sitting around, drinking beer
and trading war stories. (You've done
it yourself a hundred times, no doubt.)
There's Jake Simpson, who has worked on
the Sims and arcade games and a few other
things; Steve Theodore, who has been in
the business for about 14 years and is cur-
rently the Technical Art Director at Bun-
gie; and next to him is Tom Forsyth, who
has written graphics card drivers, shipped
several games (including Startopia), and
made middleware for games.

Ostensibly all of this is true, but you
know how it is with beer....

Jake:

Picture the scene. Sizs 2 has just been an-
nounced, and EA has been stupid enough
to let me talk to the press. PC Gamer has
come into our office and they’re inter-
viewing everybody. As the lead simula-
tion engineer, I'm there to talk to the
journalists about why Sizs 2 is going to
be so much better than Sims 1.1 had a bet
with one of the producers before I went in
there that I could use the word “lesbian”
in the actual conversation, get it into the
article, and no one would be offended.

So anyway, at that point in time, Will
Wright’s tag line for Sims 2 was “a more
bitchin’ people simulator.” So I go into
this interview and the editor Rob Smith
says to me, “So what’s going to make Sims
2 better than Sims 1?7 1 said, “Well, in es-
sence it’s a more bitchin’ lesbian simulator.”
At which point the PR girl spit her coffee
across the table, the executive producer
put his head in his hands, and Rob Smith
said, “And there’s our headline!”

Steve:

Which, I suppose, explains your successful
career in PR.

Jake:

What’s funnier though is the fact that the
executive producer at that precise moment
decided he had to share a story of develop-
ment. We had added some code to Sizzs 2

that caused the heads of the Sims to track
other things that came into their periph-
eral vision—so if you walked past the Sims
they would look at you and follow you as
you moved. To make this work, we had to
program the Sims to essentially look at a
bone in the forehead of the passerby. The
problem was we had some older Sims in
the build at the time that did not have this
bone. So what would happen if the Sim
couldn’t find the bone in the forehead?
Well, it would just look at the root of the
object—and the root of the object was
(you guessed it) the groin.

Another bug was that sometimes the
Sims would start looking at these things
and then not look away. We had this one
scenario we were demonstrating in which
there was a teenager and a really old guy.
And this old guy started looking at the
teenager, but the bone wasn’t there—so
he started staring at this teenager’s ass
and following this boy around staring
at his ass the whole time. The executive
producer said we would have kept the bug
in if we had been allowed to put religion
into the game.

Tom:

Yeah, well sometimes you have an entirely
different sort of religious experience. Urban
Chaos was the first game I shipped. Eidos—
lovely publishers at the time—had loads of
money, and they arranged this big press
briefing in an IMAX cinema that had the
surround sound and the huge screen and
everything. They were showing off a pre-
build of the game that was still very raw; it
would be another year or so before it actu-
ally got shipped. And so there were lots of
placeholder assets we had to apologize for,
but we said, “You know, it’s still pretty fun.”
Unfortunately, some of the placeholders
we had forgotten about were some of the
sounds. Rather than being proper voices,
they were just members of the dev team,
and there were random taunts and stuff
like that. Also the sound placement was off,
so when a sound was behind the camera
the volume didn’t clamp to zero—instead
it got even louder the further back it was.

So anyway, we're playing along when one
of the bad guys lets fly with one of these
placeholder taunts—and as luck would

have it, he’s standing right behind the
camera. So we're in the middle of this press
briefing with all the big press when all of a
sudden, out of these beautiful, high-fidelity,
surround-sound speakers, one of the dev’s
starts yelling: “You wankeeeer!”

Steve:

I suppose the alternative is to wait to show
your work until everything is completely
ready for prime time. But if you did that,
you might never get around to press brief-
ings. For example, in 1989, when we had
just shipped Half Life, the next big thing
was supposed to be Team Fortress 2. Well,
we didn’t actually ship that one until 2007.

So we're in the middle of this
press briefing with all the big

press when all of a sudden, out
of these beautiful, high-

fidelity, surround-sound
speakers, one of the dev's starts
yelling: " You wankeeeer!"

Tom:

Sure, but you still managed to win best
game of E3 for that game—more than
once, if I'm not mistaken.

Steve:

It’s true. Valve won two years in a row with
Team Fortress 2—with a game that bore
only the faintest similarity to the game that
eventually shipped. We were frantic to just
get something going. We had to get some
momentum out there. We also didn’t have
any idea what the game was going to be. So
we basically just grabbed two or three tech-
nologies we thought we might want to use
and three or four really badly overworked
people (including me), and frantically put
together a Half Life mod that was going to
be Team Fortress 2. The killer moment
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for me was when we had to do this video
which was supposed to be a giant battle
with lots and lots of people. The battle was
supposed to include like fifty people or

to this very famous engineer, “On the other
hand, if you are into 12-year-old boys, this
industry is the place to be. Right?” At that
precise moment through some natural (or

First of all, can we all agree that build-
ing jumping into games is a nightmare?
[All hands go up.] Well, when we were

all the way through developing Blade 2,

we were having immense hassles with
I'm there to talk to the journalists about why Sims 2 is going to be this bloody jumping thing. During run
so much better than Sims 1.1 had @ bet with one of the
producers before | went in there that I could use the word
"lesbian" in the actual conversation, get it into the article, and

no one would be offended.

throughs, sometimes when you jumped
you could get caught in midair and just
sit and spin there forever. We went
through all of the hassle of implement-
ing jumping, but 25% of the “must fix”
bugs were due to this one bloody feature.

whatever, but there was no way to script it
all—so we had to do it live.

Not good.

I think if anyone in this room is a horrible,
really evil person, you should have to be
reincarnated as a guy trying to get 30
game developers to listen to you while
you are piloting one client for the game,
and you’re trying to script all the stuff.
Imagine you have 30 game developers who
have been staying up all night making
this crap, and they’ve all got grenades
and rocket launchers. Eight hours of just
screaming through a microphone to make
a 30-second clip for the trailer. T don’t
think I spoke to anybody on the team for,
like, two days.

That’s how you get best game showing,
in case you’re wondering.

Here’s a not-so-award-winning moment for
you. A long time ago, when I was working
at Raven, we were looking at using a popu-
lar engine to build a game for Playstation 2.
While in San Jose attending the Playstation
developers conference, we were hang-

ing out with all the engine guys and their
famous lead guy. We went to the movies
and then to dinner at Bennigan’s. We were
standing in the entranceway at Bennigan’s;
it’s a noisy restaurant, and I started doing
this shtick about groupies: “If our industry
earns more money than the music industry
and the book industry put together, where
are my groupies? Right? Where’s my
eighteen-year-old woman throwing her
underwear at me? Why is this not happen-
ing?” I'm doing this shtick and I was saying
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unnatural) force, all of the conversations in
Bennigan’s just sort of cease at once. And
this particular individual’s voice rolls out
across the entire restaurant, and he says,
“Yeah, wouldn’t it be great if we were all
pedophiles?” Epic, really.

You want epic? I don’t know if anybody here
was at GDC in 2002, but there had been a lot
of smack-talk between Valve and Epic about
Soul Calibur: It ended up with a very public
challenge issued by Robin Walker from Valve
to Cliffy B. and his boy—they were going to
have it out on the floor of GDC after hours.
So we all came down there with the Dream-
cast, and we conned the people from Gurmzespy
into letting us use their big screen T'Vs. We
were early, so we set up and just started play-
ing around while we waited for Cliffy and his
team. Robin, who was sort of uncannily, un-
naturally, I-sold-my-soul-to-the-devil good
at this game, was just taking on all comers.
He played for ten minutes, then twelve, then
thirty, forty, fifty minutes without losing a
match. He took on, like, sixty people in a
row and lost just one match. About forty-five
minutes into this hour-long thing, Clifty
and his boys showed up. This was during the
Cliffy B. pimp phase—with the large collar
and the hat and everything. So he is there
with his boys and kind of fingering his chains
at the back of this huge crowd now. He and
his posse start coming in towards us, and he’s
getting closer and closer. After he’s watched
about twenty-five straight wins, we're like,

“Hey, you ready yet Cliff?” And we turn
around and they’ve all gone. Just left.

I think we have all had the experience
of wanting to just get up and walk out
before we get embarrassed any further.

It’s about two days before gold master,
and we’ve finally got the hang of all
these bugs when someone says, “So, um,
why do we actually use jumping then?”
And everyone’s like, “Well, there’s levels
that you have to... oh, wait, where do we
use jumping?” And that’s when it occurs
to us that the only place you actually use
jumping is in the tutorial where it tells
you how to jump.

You made that up.

No, I only wish I had made that up.

Does anybody here remember Rune? The
Human Head game? Chris Rhinehart tells
a story that happened one evening about
six o’clock when he goes wandering out of
his office—just mooching around, seeing
what people are doing. So he walks into
an artist’s room, and the artist is sitting
there clicking on porno sites one after the
other, and Chris is standing right behind
watching him do this. Chris says to the
guy, “Whatcha doing?” The guy just
keeps clicking through—not even looking
back—and says, “Working.” Chris is like
“Oh.” And they just stand there for a few
moments, this guy clicking on dirty pics
and Chris watching him. Anyway, the
guy suddenly stops on this one picture of
a young lady lying on the couch with her
head back and her hair cascading down.
The guy takes the picture, isolates it, and
then grabs the image of her hair. He then
posts the hair onto the clipboard, flips
across to Max (the 3D editing package),
and then pastes it into the model of Rag-
nar, the lead character on Rune. So Chris
asks, “How much of Ragnar comes from




porno sites?” And the guy replies, “You
don’t want to know.”

When it comes to boss stories, as you
know I am no longer an employee of
Microsoft. But our last big hurrah at
Microsoft was the Halo 3 launch. We

had this huge party at our office in what
used to be an old hardware store—so it’s
all just one gigantic room. We cleared

out all the desks, and we had decorations
and the giant Fuzzy Navel machine. Bill
Gates is there, and so we're all crowding
around shaking hands with him. About 15
minutes later, Master Chief walks in—and
everybody leaves Bill Gates. So now we’re
all crowding around, trying to get our
pictures taken with some college kid in
plastic armor, while the richest man in the
world is standing by himself, looking lost,
holding a cup of Fuzzy Navel.

I'worked for Sega for six months in be-
tween school and university. It was kind

of fun. Remember the 32X? I worked on
that. It was a fun little thing but obvi-
ously didn’t go well. This was at the Sega
division in London, and the bosses from
Japan were coming over for a visit—so we
all had to be on our best behavior. We were
all taught how to get the business card out
and say, “Oh that’s very nice.” And we were
told, “Whatever you do, don’t put the card
in your back pocket.” So we all line up, and
the bosses come by, and some of the guys
had been practicing their Japanese. So one
of them decides to use the only phrase

in Japanese that he knows—something

he learned from an arcade machine. He
doesn’t actually know what the phrase
means, of course, but he did play this game
alot and so he had it down perfectly. So as
the big boss comes by, he bows and utters
this phrase—proper style, beautiful pro-
nunciation, the whole bit. Turns out that
what he said in Japanese means, “Now we
fight—monkey style!” There is silence for
like ten seconds... and then the boss cracks
up. It was fantastic—except for that long,
awkward ten seconds.

That reminds me of a story a friend of
mine shared with me. He used to work

on GamesMaster magazine in the UK. He
told me that many years ago they had one
month in which they decided they were
going get double entendres on the cover

of the magazine in any way possible. They
were covering a new Street Fighter, and one
of the titles on the front cover was: “Twelve
Pages of Fisting Fury.” I couldn’t believe
they could get away with that, but he told
me it wasn’t even the worst one. Apparently
there was an X-Files game coming out, and
in reference to Scully their title was: “Can
you penetrate her case load?” How do they
get away with that stuff?

That’s one of the great things about the
game industry: perpetual adolescence. It
keeps us all so young and fresh looking. So
about four or five years ago, they changed
the file formats for all of the exporters at
Bungie. They went to a particular format—
called the assembly format—which was
designed to allow you to group things
together. So of course it became known as
the ass format and ass exporter. Inevitably,
from there you got to the point where when
youd instance game objects around, and
that processing became known as poop-
ing. Everybody does this at their company
right? It only becomes problematic when
you ship the tools to the mod makers.

So last year we shipped Halo 2 Vista,
with the mod tools for making Halo 2
maps. We very carefully scrubbed it for
profanities and stuff, but nobody thought
to look at the error dialog box in the map-
making pack. So if you have a bad map
file, you get a big dialog box that says in
enormous letters “ass error”—along with
a big picture of an engineer’s butt. It was
all really funny—until the ESRB got wind
of it and demanded that we ship it with
a “mature” label. So we had to recall a
million boxes to put the “mature” label on
them. We now say that guy has a million
dollar butt, because that’s about how much
it cost us to undo that little problem.

Ouch. That’s like the porn filler game.
When you build a Playstation product,
quite often you physically place assets on a
particular place on the disk in order to have
fast access. And what happens is the ap-
plication that builds the image for the disk

will just fill the gaps between these files
with random stuff. And as it turned out on
this particular product, the application that
was doing it filled this empty space with
the temporary Internet cache of the guys’
machine that it was burned on. And let’s
just say that this guy had visited quite a few
websites with lots of pink on them—if you
know what I mean. So apparently the disk
went out there, and people started look-
ing at the disk and found all this exciting
material that was on the disk. I mean, you
couldn’t get to it through the game, but it
was all there with lots of websites and lots
of exciting stuff. A real look into the mind
of a bored programmer.

We're all crowding around, trying

to get our pictures taken with
some college kid in plastic
armot, while the richest man
in the world is standing by
himself, looking lost, holding a
cup of Fuzzy Navel.

That’s an entirely different sort of Easter
egg, isn’t it?

I'love Easter eggs. I have a friend who was
a level designer on a golf game and didn’t
like his boss very much at all. Now let me
mention first that in this particular golf
game, you never see the levels from any
other perspective but ground level—as in
you never see a bird’s eye view. If you were
allowed an aerial view and actually look
down on all of the trees, it spells out the
name of his manager and a corresponding
vulgarity. Nobody ever realized it, but
that’s how it shipped, and it’s still there in-
side this golf game. I'm not going to name
names, but I firmly believe that you don’t
ever piss off your level designers because
they will find ways to get even.

It’s also a good idea not to play against
them in their own levels. We had one

guy who was a really notorious secret-
room stasher, and he was really good
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at it too. Once you’ve done first pass on
a game, you always have to go through
and look for all the little self-indulgent
crap that the LDs have stashed away in
the corners—the stuff they’re not going

Everywhere Hitler went he would

be pursued by this strange cast
of characters: I think | was

Sammy Davis Jr. that
night, and somebody else was

Joseph Goebbels in

| tutu, and another guy was
Bugs Bunny dressed as
Stalin. Poor Hitler. We made
his life hell.

to tell people about. But this guy had
this amazing ability to stash the hidden
rooms in places where we would never
find them—which came in very handy, as
it turns out.

I remember clearly when we shipped
Hualf Life, we had a big discussion not long
before we shipped about what we should
and shouldn’t allow people to do in the
game. This was still pretty early in the
days of mass Internet access, so on the
advice of our lawyers, we gave users a lot
of freedom to name themselves whatever
they wanted, or to spray paint images on
the walls, or whatever. In fact, our official
position was that we exercised no control
at all. We treated it like a free-speech
zone.

So we had an office pool going, based
on how long it would take before the
first person named Hitler would show up.
I won because I had said two hours, and
it was actually three hours and twenty
minutes after we flipped the switch and
the game went live. So Hitler showed up,
and we were all sitting around, having
beers at the office that evening, watch-
ing to see where Hitler was going on the
servers. We would just follow him, and
wherever he went, we would all spawn
into the same server and plaster the guy.
Of course, we had all been playing the

game for six months, and on top of that,
the author of all the secret rooms gener-
ously revealed to us where they were. So
everywhere Hitler went, he would be
pursued by this strange cast of charac-
ters: I think I was Sammy Davis Jr. that
night, and somebody else was Joseph
Goebbels in a tutu, and another guy was
Bugs Bunny dressed as Stalin. Poor Hit-
ler. We made his life hell. We followed
him around all night, and the poor guy
never got over three kills because all

we cared about was killing the guy and
nothing else.

Goebbels in a tutu? Are you serious? I
think we’ve had one beer to many.

You're probably right. I'm all out of sto-
ries anyway—at least ones I'm willing to
admit to on the record.

In that case, turn off the recorder and
let’s order another round.... P

Story and art: Ed Kuehnel and Shaun Bryant

WHAT THE HELL, BRIAN? YOU SAID YOU'D HAVE ALL THIS
IP OUT OF HERE BEFORE LUNCH. THE FIRE MARSHAL
GONNA DO HIS INSPECTION IN LIKE TEN MINUTES!

IF THERE'S A FIRE, THEY'LL KNOW
WHICH THINGS TO GRAB FIRST WHEN f
L THEY GO IN TO SAVE MY STUFF,

I PLAN TO DISCUSS IT
WITH THE FIRE MARSHAL
WHEN HE ARRIVES.

YOU EXPECT PEOPLE TO
RISK THEIR LIVES SAVING

RED, I'M SHOCKED AT YOU! WE'RE TALKING ABOUT

IRREPLACEABLE WORKS OF ART HERE. THEIR VALUE
CANNOT BE MEASURED. I EXPECTED YOU OF ALL  J
PEOPLE TO UNDERSTAND.
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FIRST, RED.
BEHOLD!

SYSTEM TO MAKE FIREMEN
AWARE OF THE ORDER OF
IMPORTANCE I PLACE ON EACH
TOY. BLUE 1S TOP PRIORITY,
FOLLOWED BY YELLOW, THEN
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B AHA MOMENT

by llari Lehtinen

have a son who is three years old and
doesn’t talk much yet. He’s facing the
challenge of picking up two languages at

once, and to make matters more interest-
ing, although the two languages sound really
similar, they are completely different beasts
in practice. Does he communicate, then?
Oh yes. He understands bloody everything
he’s told, and in a way, he “talks” back with
clearly understandable feedback.

I had no idea kids could reach such levels
of empathy, living-along or whatever terms
you might want to coin here. His body lan-
guage is on such textbook-case level that it’s
bordering on eerie. There’s clearly a com-
municative level of emotions and an empath-
ic level of emotions, and they mesh together
perfectly. So while his brain is figuring out
the basic concepts of speech, he’s developed
an interim way of communication. It might
be a textbook example for some people, but
it gave me a hair-raising feeling of step-
ping on something new, opening my eyes to
something quite curious. All it required was
an awareness of polar opposites and some
shooting in the dark. (Bear with me.)

I know people who are highly educated
and use their brains on levels of analytical
depth that are alien to me. On a daily basis
they use vocabulary no ordinary person of
daily grind has to face. The thing is, they
also seem somewhat detached on a personal
level of communication. Everything is ques-
tioned, referred or quoted, carrying with
it an intellectual depth. To me, something
feels missing when I listen to them.

It makes me wonder: Does using and
knowing a great many words lead to a
reduced level of empathy, to detached
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interpersonal communication? Going even
further, will inherently “too sophisticated”
and “out of their league” vocabulary simply
create an emotional distance between the
speaker and the audience? As your lexicon
expands, do you become a sort of “textbook
alien” who can no longer connect with
people anymore?

At the same time, is it possible that a lack of
words does not mean a lack of communication,
but rather communication pushed through
emotional and empathic pathways? Perhaps
such communication, conveyed through body
language or through the slightest twitch of
some hidden muscle, is registered by the lizard
brain hidden beneath our super-brain which
in turn registers and analyzes things logically
down to Rainman levels.

Which brings us—finally—to the subject
of games.

First, think about games with a clear
notion of traditional forms, lots of little
details, and carefully constructed worlds in
which everything connects. S.T.A.L.K.E.R.
comes to mind. Half-Life. Bioshock. Fallout.
These are all games with directed game-
play and new dialog, diary notes, events, and
tinkering presented along the way. They
communicate the game world through words
of NPCs or by text. Possibly lots of it. These
games achieve depth by presenting you with
a barrage of information your brain begins
to click through, creating coherent forms
and shapes that define the world. You’re
encouraged to observe the world as realistic,
open for literal interpretation and on-the-fly
referrals—very much like reading a proper
hardcover, except you have to actively stir
up the book to get to the next chapters. No
“automatic” flow as such. Emotions, connec-
tions and reactions occur in players’ heads
after interpreting the game world.

By comparison, think about games that
draw you in and make you go ooh and aah
over the vague feeling of intimacy of the
world itself. ICO and Shadow of Colossus come
to mind as prime examples. They connect
with you, which means they’re able to com-
municate with you even though they are not
directly talking. They manage to deliver the
very feeling of a soul throughout the game

in a way you accept with open arms, drop-
ping your defenses. They simply pull your
walls down. Does this remind you of other
games? Do they have lots of dialog, or do
they have a distinct lack of it? ICO has mini-
mal dialogue, and even then it’s fictional
language. Everything is delivered through
actions, depicted emotions, and reactions
presented to the player.

So, there we have two different ways
of communicating the game world to our
player and how the player should take it—
two distinct approaches which (you may
notice) typically do not mix within a single
game. Hmmm. It’s probably safer to clearly
concentrate on one without mixing the other
up, unless careful pacing is established to
separate them in a way that supports both
the game- and story-flow. Not paying atten-
tion to both approaches might tickle up that
irrecoverable “something’s-not-right” reac-
tion one can’t justify even if asked, meaning
the game doesn’t carry any impact.

It started as a string of silly musings,
but as I kept wondering, it grew into this
big “aha!” feeling I could reflect into my
personal work ideology. It’s the automatic
bits of our brain that dictate how we feel
about things, and I think games should have
an impact of feeling just right for no appar-
ent reason. Apparent reasons come through
analytical thinking, while the feeling of “just
right” comes from clicking with the game.
That’s empathy, regardless of genre. P

The Gamesauce team, never one to

work when we don’t have to, decided
we weren’t content with ripping off
Playboy and Wired, so now we are at

it again—this time ripping off Oprah!
She has this Aha Moment thing, which

iz basically where someone reveals a
moment in their lives when something
non obvious becaome obvious, Sort of
like when vou realize why turning your
underpants inside out after you’ve
worn them ’t agood idea. Although in
this case obviously more game develop-
ment like,

Sohere’s the first one, Got a good Aha
moment yourself? We want to hear about
it! Although, please, nounderpant sto-
ries, We got that covered,

—Ed, editor@gamesauce.org

Tile art by Invader, photograph by Ethan Clark
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your game can be Unreal.

No matter what size your budget. No matter what type of game. IREAL

Unreal can be your game engine. Email Mark Rein at getunreal@epicgames.com. TEESENEIL NN,



Author Once, Deploy Anywhere.
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